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Abstract

Promoting high-performing employees to leadership positions is a pervasive practice and has high face validity. However,
little is known about the actual link between employee and subsequent leader performance as prior results are inconsistent.
Given the prevalence of this performance-based promotion strategy, we conducted a study to address this inconsistency.
To account for prior diverging results, we (a) competitively tested predictions from different theoretical perspectives (i.e.,
the performance requirements perspective, the follower-centric perspective, and the Theory of Expert Leadership), (b) con-
sidered possible changes in the predictive validity of this strategy over time, and (c) included job complexity as potential
moderator of the link between employee and subsequent leader performance. In a high stakes context (i.e., the first German
soccer league), we tested the predictive validity of employee performance for leader performance. Our results suggest a low
validity of performance-based promotion, as we could not find evidence for a link between employee performance and leader
performance—neither initially following the promotion nor over time, which is most in line with the performance require-
ments perspective. We, thus, caution against the (sole) application of performance-based promotion principles.

Keyword Leader selection - Peter Principle - Performance-based promotion - Employee promotion - Expert leadership -
Soccer

“Dr. Peter observed that one reason so many employ-
ees are incompetent is that the skills required to get a
Jjob often have nothing to do with what is required to
do the job itself” (Peter & Hull, 2011, xi).

It is common practice in organizations to promote high-
performing employees to leader positions: A recent study
revealed that performance is the strongest predictor for sub-
sequent promotion (Church et al., 2021) and therefore has
a gatekeeping-function when filling leadership positions
(see Gallup, 2014). While this prevalent HR-strategy seems
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face-valid (i.e., rewarding high-performing employees with a
more senior position; see Kim, 2019), empirical findings on
the actual validity of employee performance (EP) for leader
performance (LP) have been inconclusive: While some stud-
ies reported a positive link between EP and subsequent LP
(e.g., Dawson & Dobson, 2002; Goodall & Pogrebna, 2015),
others found a negative association between EP and LP (e.g.,
Benson et al., 2019; Muehlheusser et al., 2018). Hence, the
validity of performance-based promotion is unclear which is
troubling given its preponderance in current organizational
practice (see Church et al., 2015). As invalid selection deci-
sions for leadership positions result in particularly high costs
(Brogden, 1949; Cronbach & Gleser, 1965; see also Schmidt
& Hunter, 1998), learning about the validity of this perfor-
mance-based promotion strategy is crucial.

To examine the validity of the prevalent strategy to pro-
mote high-performing employees to leader positions, we
conducted a study in a professional sports context—the Bun-
desliga (i.e., Germany’s first soccer league). Specifically,
we examined the transition of former professional players
to a head coach position in the Bundesliga. The Bundesliga
is a relevant occupational context: In the 2020/21 season,
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the Bundesliga generated a revenue of €3.5 billion (Statista,
n.d.). Moreover, the Bundesliga employs around 127,000
people (McKinsey, 2020) and is a highly visible organiza-
tion (see Tiirck, 2019). The many advantages of this context
(e.g., clear and standardized rules, relatively high number
of performance episodes, and objective performance data)
ensure a well-controlled setting to examine organizational
research questions (see Gentry et al., 2017; Rogers et al.,
2017; Wolfe et al., 2005).

In this study, we consider three theoretical perspectives
to potentially explain the validity of performance-based pro-
motion (following Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021): (1) The per-
formance requirements perspective (see Zaccaro, 2012), (2)
the follower-centric perspective (see Uhl-Bien et al., 2014),
and (3) the Theory of Expert Leadership (TEL; Goodall
& Biker, 2015). Based on these theoretical perspectives,
we derive contrasting hypotheses on the initial predictive
validity of EP for LP as well as on potential changes in the
predictive validity over time. As a first contribution of our
study, we empirically test the contrasting hypotheses derived
from the three theoretical perspectives mentioned above.
This integrative approach will further the understanding of
the predictive validity of performance-based promotion and
facilitate an interdisciplinary discussion (e.g., between per-
sonnel selection and management research) on the question
of whether high-performing employees truly make success-
ful leaders.

To date, the validity of performance-based promotion has
not received a lot of attention in organizational research.
Even though the number of studies on performance-based
promotion increased during the last 20 years, the resulting
insights are still limited (see Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021).
While the overall results pattern ranges from positive (e.g.,
Dawson & Dobson, 2002; Goodall & Pogrebna, 2015) to
negative associations between EP and LP (e.g., Benson
et al., 2019; Muehlheusser et al., 2018), the majority of
prior studies on performance-based promotion found nega-
tive, non-significant, or mixed associations between EP
and LP (for an overview, see Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021).
Currently, this inconsistency in results cannot be explained.
However, a recent review identified two promising modera-
tors to explain the range of results: temporal changes and rel-
evance of performance requirements in employee positions
for leader positions (Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021). As the sec-
ond contribution, our study thus provides the first systematic
empirical test of temporal changes of the validity of EP for
LP (following recent calls, e.g., Fischer et al., 2017). More
specifically, we tested hypotheses on the predictive validity
of EP for LP immediately after the promotion and on tempo-
ral changes in predictive validity over time. Learning about
potential short-term effects and changes across time could
facilitate evidence-based decisions concerning performance-
based promotion strategies. Furthermore, we test whether
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EP is associated with overall LP (i.e., aggregated over time),
which allows an assessment of the legitimacy of using high
EP as a gatekeeper to leader positions.

As our third contribution, we examine the relevance of
the performance requirements in employee positions (spe-
cifically, the complexity of the player positions in soccer) for
leader positions as a potential moderator. One may argue that
EP is more predictive of LP when the previous employee
position mirrors the subsequent performance requirements
of a leader position (Zaccaro et al., 2018), which should
be the case for more complex employee positions (Hunter
et al., 1990). Examining potential boundary conditions for
the relation between EP and LP provides the opportunity to
identify conditions with higher (and lower) predictive valid-
ity to explain the hitherto inconsistent findings, and thus,
potentially enable a situation-contingent use of performance-
based promotion strategies. As a fourth contribution, we
derive practical implications from our results. We thereby
point out potential improvements of this pervasive strategy.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Despite the inconsistent evidence, the prevalence of perfor-
mance-based promotion is high in practice (Benson et al.,
2019; Church et al., 2015). In this section, we consider three
relevant theoretical perspectives to explain the relationship
between EP and LP. The theoretical perspectives yield con-
trasting hypotheses concerning the predictive validity of EP
for initial LP (i.e., immediately following the promotion to
a leadership position), changes in predictive validity over
time, and the predictive validity of EP for LP aggregated
over time. In this study, we conceptualize EP as “behaviors
or actions that are relevant to the goals of the organization”
(Campbell, 1990; p. 704; see also Rich et al., 2010) and are
exhibited in a subordinate position; further, we understand
LP as the effect that a leader has on the performance of the
led team (see also Fischer et al., 2017).

I. The Performance Requirements Perspective

Following the logic of the performance requirements per-
spective (see Zaccaro et al., 2018), which relies on individual
differences to predict LP, performance-based promotion to
leader positions should be a valid strategy only to the extent
that the employee and the leader position have matching per-
formance requirements (Asher & Sciarrino, 1974; Zaccaro
et al., 2018). General taxonomies for the workforce (e.g.,
Bartram, 2005) as compared to managerial taxonomies (e.g.,
Borman & Brush, 1993; Tett et al., 2000), however indicate
a low match between employee and leader tasks (Schleu
& Hiiffmeier, 2021): Many dimensions of the managerial
taxonomies are rather specific to leader positions (such as
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guiding, directing, coordinating, and motivating subordi-
nates; Borman & Brush, 1993; Tett et al., 2000), indicating
a low match of performance requirements. Moreover, leader
positions as compared to employee positions are more com-
plex (Hunter et al., 1990) and require “a variety of different
activities in carrying out the work, which involve the use of a
number of different skills and talents” (Hackman & Oldham,
1975, p. 161).

Further, to compare the performance requirements of
employee and leader positions in more detail, it is instruc-
tive to focus on commonly accepted predictors of leadership
success (for an overview, see Zaccaro et al., 2018), such
as personality, job knowledge, and motivation. Concerning
personality predictors, the link to leadership success seems
to be context-dependent (see De Hoogh et al., 2005) and
contingent on employed performance criteria (e.g., rated
leader performance versus team performance; for meta-
analytic evidence, see DeRue et al., 2011). Taking into
account the variability of required personality traits (i.e., for
different leader positions), the performance requirements of
employee and leader positions concerning personality may
match only in some specific contexts. That is, while certain
attributes influence EP positively (e.g., conscientiousness or
agreeableness) they might not necessarily translate into high
LP—but could in some cases even translate into low LP. For
instance, a successful, dutiful employee might become an
ineffective micromanager or a conflict-avoiding supervisor
(see Smith et al., 2018).

Job knowledge acquired as an employee might be helpful
when becoming a leader, for instance, for structuring the
employees’ work (see Day et al., 2009). At the same time,
previous experience might not translate to new positions or
contexts (see Salomon & Perkins, 1989; van Iddekinge et al.,
2019) and expertise might reduce a leader’s cognitive flex-
ibility facing changes (see Dane, 2010). Furthermore, the
need for specific job knowledge acquired in an employee
position should decrease with higher hierarchy levels (see
Day et al, 2009; Katz & Kahn, 1978). Thus, the performance
requirements concerning job knowledge again may match
for some contexts (e.g., lower-level leadership positions),
but not in general.

While the importance of motivation for performance
is obvious and was recently reaffirmed (for meta-analytic
evidence, see van Iddekinge et al., 2018), the manifesta-
tion of employee motivation could either be stable (i.e.,
more trait-like) or context-dependent (i.e., more state-like).
Consequently, it is unclear to what extent motivation in an
employee position transfers to leader positions (i.e., moti-
vation to lead; Kark & van Dijk, 2007) due to the different
tasks and responsibilities (Porter et al., 2016). To sum up,
the performance requirements perspective allows predic-
tions of positive (i.e., for highly overlapping performance
requirements), null (i.e., for little overlap of performance

requirements), and negative relations (i.e., if performance
requirements of the employee position hinder high perfor-
mance as a leader) between EP and LP when considering
the specific positions. On average, the explanatory value of
EP for LP should be low, as the performance requirements
of employee and leader positions match only to a limited
degree.

II. The Follower-centric Perspective

We further consider the follower-centric perspective to
understand potential links between EP and LP (see Stef-
fens et al., 2021; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). According to this
perspective, leadership is a social construction of followers
and it focuses on the requirements and processes to convince
a team to follow (Lord & Mabher, 2002; Lord et al., 1984)
or to gain credibility in a team (Kouzes & Posner, 2011).
Followers evaluate their leaders (see Lord & Dinh, 2014)
based on past experiences and their socialization concern-
ing typical characteristics of leaders (i.e., implicit leadership
theories [ILTs]; Phillips & Lord, 1981; Schyns et al., 2005).
Based on their experiences, followers make sense of organi-
zational processes (Weick, 1995): Prior high performance as
an employee should increase the degree to which leaders are
perceived to fulfill ILTs (Ensari & Murphy, 2003; Lord &
Mabher, 2002). This might facilitate the attribution of positive
outcomes to them (e.g., Meindl, 1995).

Leaders who were promoted based on previous EP in
particular should be perceived to embody core attributes of
the team (i.e., be prototypical; Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021).
As a result, the leader has informative value for the team
and might be perceived as a role model (Hogg, 2001; Uhl-
Bien et al., 2014). Consequently, followers attribute higher
credibility to prototypical leaders and support them more
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), which should result in more success-
ful leaders (i.e., higher LP; Steffens et al., 2021). Thus, the
follower-centric perspective suggests a moderate, positive
link between EP and LP.

Ill. Theory of Expert Leadership

The propositions of TEL (Goodall & Biker, 2015) empha-
size the importance of expert knowledge (i.e., acquired as
an employee) to be a good leader, at least for knowledge-
intensive organizations. Expert knowledge is assumed to be
acquired through technical education, practice, and work-
ing experience in a particular sector. Goodall and Biker
(2015) assume that expert knowledge is beneficial for LP
due to the following main reasons: First, it is assumed to
provide a particularly solid base for decision making (see
Goodall & Biker, 2015). Thus, expert leaders as compared
to non-expert leaders profit from representing information
holistically and rely on abstract concepts to solve problems
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(for a related overview, see Ericsson et al., 2006). Second,
expert leaders should have a good understanding of the core
workers’ values, motivations, and typical challenges, due
to a shared knowledge base with these workers. As they
have a common background with their subordinates, they
are potentially perceived “as being the first among equals”
(Goodall & Biker, 2015, p. 57, note that this aspect is some-
what comparable to being prototypical). This constellation
should enable them to create a productivity-enhancing work-
ing environment, to set realistic goals, and to evaluate the
performance of employees appropriately. Third, Goodall and
Biker (2015) emphasize the advantages of expert leaders
in personnel selection due to the homophily principle (cf.
Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970): When expert leaders hire new
personnel, they are assumed to hire applicants with a high
potential (similar to themselves), instead of feeling threat-
ened by capable applicants. This should improve the quality
of personnel selection compared to non-expert leaders. In
sum, TEL would assume that newly promoted leaders profit
from their expert knowledge and, hence, that there is at least
a moderate, positive link between EP and LP.

Temporal Changes of Predictive Validity

The three theoretical perspectives outlined above make
contrasting predictions concerning the predictive validity
of EP for LP initially and over time. According to the perfor-
mance requirements perspective, EP should on average have
limited explanatory value for predicting LP, as the perfor-
mance requirements of employee and leader positions differ.
Consequently, the predictive validity of EP for initial LP
(directly following the promotion [at t1]) should be small
at most (Hypothesis 1a).! As we report standardized path
coefficients, we used conventions for correlation coefficients
as a yardstick (i.e., small: 0.10; moderate: 0.30; large: 0.50;
Acock, 2014; Cohen, 1988); thus, the proposed relation in
Hla corresponds to a standardized path coefficient ranging
from -0.10 to 0.10. Further, we consider the effect of time
on the relationship between EP and LP: Based on the perfor-
mance requirements perspective, LP may change over time
due to learning and adaptation to the requirements of the
leader position. However, these processes are not necessar-
ily related to previous EP. According to this perspective, the

! Feedback on an earlier version of this manuscript suggested to ana-
lyze temporal changes in the validity of EP for LP and to account for
the quality of the led team. To address this need, we derived and pre-
registered the outlined hypotheses (see https://aspredicted.org/blind.
php?x=cx9yu8). The wording of the hypotheses differs from the pre-
registration due to space limitations for the preregistration. While the
predictions did not change, we modified the wording and order of the
hypotheses to improve the readability.
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predictive validity of EP for LP should remain small over
time (Hypothesis 1b).

Based on the follower-centric perspective, prior high EP
should increase the degree, to which leaders are perceived as
prototypical and to which they meet ILTs (Ensari & Murphy,
2003; Lord & Mabher, 2002). Hence, followers should sup-
port promoted leaders more (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), which
should result in more leadership success (i.e., higher LP;
Steffens et al., 2021). Thus, the predictive validity of EP for
initial LP (directly following the promotion [at t1]) should at
least be moderate (Hypothesis 2a), corresponding to a stand-
ardized path coefficient > 0.30. Over time, leaders do not
only need to embody core attributes of the team to be per-
ceived as prototypical, but also need to prove their prototypi-
cality through their engagement for the team (for instance
by empowering team members; for pertinent overviews, see
Haslam et al., 2011; Steffens et al., 2014). However, neither
the follower-centric perspective nor empirical evidence (that
we are aware of) suggest a link between former EP and lead-
ers’ engagement for their team. Hence, while the follower-
centric perspective proposes a link between EP and leaders’
initial perceived prototypicality (and thus initial LP), the
effect of EP should diminish over time: Leader engage-
ment for the team becomes more important for leaders to
maintain their perceived prototypicality over time, which
consequently affects the experienced support by their team,
and, thus, their success as a leader (Haslam et al., 2011;
Steffens et al., 2014). In addition, neither higher prototypi-
cality nor identity leadership propose a link to the quality
of decision making (e.g., developing strategies); thus, over
time, the team may also be confronted with bad decisions.
Consequently, the predictive validity of EP for LP should
decrease over time (Hypothesis 2b).

Following the logic of TEL, leaders should benefit from
their expert knowledge when getting promoted (e.g., by
making better decisions and creating a productivity-enhanc-
ing working environment). Thus, the predictive validity of
expert knowledge—as indicated through EP—for initial LP
(directly following the promotion [at t1]) should at least be
moderate (Hypothesis 3a), corresponding to a standard-
ized path coefficient > 0.30. Despite one similar mechanism
between the follower-centric perspective and TEL (i.e.,
having a common background with subordinates is some-
what comparable to being prototypical), both theoretical
perspectives suggest different developments of the EP-LP
link over time. While we argued above that the follower-
centric perspective assumes that mechanisms unrelated to
EP will become more relevant over time (i.e., engagement
for the team), TEL incorporates mechanisms, which are sup-
posedly related to EP and should unfold over time. That
is, expertise acquired as an employee will help leaders, for
instance, to hire applicants with high potential and create
a productivity-enhancing working environment (Goodall &
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Biker, 2015). With time, the overall effect of the proposed
mechanisms thus should increase. According to TEL, the
predictive validity of EP for LP should increase over time
(Hypothesis 3b).

Moderating Effect of Relevance due to Job
Complexity

As explained above, the performance requirements of
employee and leader positions generally do not match well
(cf. Bartram, 2005; Borman & Brush, 1993; Tett et al., 2000).
Among other aspects, leader positions are more complex than
employee positions (Hunter et al., 1990). Following the logic
of the performance requirements perspective, more complex
employee positions may approximate the complexity of later
leader positions (Hunter et al., 1990). Consequently, (high)
EP in complex positions (i.e., high variability in tasks) should
indicate the ability to handle various activities and a diverse
skill set, which should then predict (high) LP, as this is a rel-
evant leader characteristic. Therefore, the predictive validity
of EP for LP should be higher for more complex employee
positions (see Quitiones et al., 1995; Tesluk & Jacobs, 1998;
Hypothesis 4), corresponding to a standardized path coeffi-
cient>0.10. In comparison, the other two outlined theoretical
perspectives are rather mute about the proposed moderation
(i.e., complexity of the employee position).

Contrasting Expert Leaders to Non-expert Leaders

To provide another test of the outlined theoretical perspec-
tives, we also derive contrasting predictions on having
expertise as an employee versus not having such pertinent
expertise. Specifically, we also test whether our previous
predictions (i.e., Hla-b, H2a-b, and H3a-b) will hold if expe-
rience at a pertinent employee position (yes vs. no) instead
of EP is used as a predictor of LP. As the overlap of perfor-
mance requirements of employee and leader positions is on
average rather limited (see Bartram, 2005; Borman & Brush,
1993), the performance requirements perspective predicts
the following: Leaders, who have pertinent experience as
an employee, should not show better LP than leaders with-
out such experience and this should not change over time
(Hypothesis Ic).

According to the follower-centric perspective, a leader’s
previous experience as an employee increases perceived pro-
totypicality and follower performance (Steffens et al., 2021;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Experience as an employee, however,
should not relate to other aspects of perceived prototypicality
(e.g., empowering team members; see Haslam et al., 2011),
thus its effect should decrease over time: Leaders, who have
pertinent experience as an employee, should initially show
better LP than leaders without such experience. This differ-
ence should, however, decrease over time (Hypothesis 2c).

TEL (Goodall & Biker, 2015), in contrast, predicts that
leaders with employee experience should have a better
start (e.g., by creating a productivity-enhancing work-
ing environment) and this difference should become even
more pronounced over time (e.g., due to the lagged conse-
quences of better personnel selection decisions). Leaders,
who have pertinent experience as an employee should,
thus, initially show better LP than leaders who have no
such experience. This difference should further increase
over time (Hypothesis 3c).

Method

We tested our hypotheses on performance-based promotion
strategies in the context of professional sport (i.e., the Bun-
desliga). Due to clear and standardized rules in this sport,
the relatively high number of performance episodes, objec-
tive performance measures, and the reliable documentation
of performance data, this context provides a rather con-
trolled setting to examine organizational research questions
(see Gentry et al., 2017; Maynard et al., 2017; Rogers et al.,
2017; Wolfe et al., 2005). In addition, this context allows
examining actual leaders (compared to artificial set-ups in
the lab). Hence, this context helps to draw reliable conclu-
sions about the initial predictive validity, changes over time,
and the predictive validity aggregated over time. We col-
lected the longitudinal data from the websites www.trans
fermarkt.de and www.kicker.de. To ensure the quality of the
extracted data, two trained research assistants collected the
data.’

Participants

We included all head coaches (i.e., the population) of
clubs competing in Germany’s first male soccer league
(i.e., Bundesliga). Thus, we went through every season
of the Bundesliga from 1963/64 (i.e., its first season) to
2018/19 on the homepage www.transfermarkt.de, identi-
fied all head coaches (N=407) of the competing clubs,
and extracted their data. We attempted to obtain compre-
hensive data on their career paths. To do so, we included
player and coach performance data from the first and
second German soccer league, as well as data from every
first and second foreign league included in the Union of
European Football Associations (UEFA), if the data were
available on the respective websites (for further details,

2 Data collected during the revision of this manuscript (i.e., on
coaching licenses, relevant university degrees, injuries, and first
coaching performances in lower leagues) were collected by one
trained research assistant.
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please see below).> About % of the coaches were former
professional soccer players (n=309; 75.92%). Among
those, 222 played in the Bundesliga or a first soccer
league of the UEFA, 17 played in Germany’s second soc-
cer league, and 70 coaches played only in lower soccer
leagues or detailed information about their professional
player career could not be obtained. The remaining 98
coaches (24.08%) had no professional player experi-
ence. Coaches with professional player experience par-
ticipated on average in 143.18 matches of the Bundesliga
(SD =140.97) during their player careers.

Operationalization and Measures
Employee Performance

Employee performance is defined as “behaviors or actions
that are relevant to the goals of the organization” (Camp-
bell, 1990; p. 704) and includes both task performance and
contextual performance aspects (see Koopmans et al., 2014;
van Scotter et al., 2000). Our two indicators for EP—number
of played matches and average player ratings—reflect this
definition and incorporate task and contextual performance.

The number of played matches was obtained for each
soccer player (including foreign and lower league matches
as described above). Typically, a player only takes part in a
match if he is the strongest player available in the team for his
position at the point of time, since the Bundesliga (and pro-
fessional soccer in general) is a highly competitive environ-
ment (Frick, 2010). Thus, a player is nominated for a match
if he is the best to contribute to the overall goal: to win the
game. Moreover, a player will mostly be seen as the strongest
for a position if he exceeds others in both, task (e.g., scoring
or defending) and contextual (i.e., assisting or cooperating
with others, for instance when a striker is helping out on
defense) performance dimensions. Finally, prior studies also
relied on this indicator to assess player performance (e.g.,
Hall & Pedace, 2016; Martinez & Caudill, 2013).

Average player ratings reflect the player’s individual
performance (Baumann et al., 2011) as well as his contri-
bution to the team performance (Frick, 2010). Hence, they

3 To account for quality differences between leagues we consulted
the UEFA Coefficient (retrieved from www.5-jahres-wertung.de).
As our analyses are based on a German sample, we set the first Ger-
man soccer league as a reference. Consequently, we relativized all
UEFA Coefficients (x) against the German UEFA Coefficient (z)
separately for every season. Thereby, we obtained a weighting fac-
tor to put player and coach performance into context (e.g., Weighted
Games =Number of Games * x / 7). As there is no official coefficient
to weight second soccer leagues relative to first soccer leagues, we
weighted all matches of the second league by half of the original
weighting factor.
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are well in line with our definition of EP and also incorpo-
rate task and contextual performance. We relied on player
ratings, which are assigned by two expert sport journalists
out of a trained, stable expert team from a German Soccer
magazine called “Kicker”. The experts evaluate the play-
ers’ performance in a match based on their impression,
while also taking into account the statistics of the match,
such as running distance, goals, and assists (according to
personal communication with N. Peer, who is responsible
for the internal and external communication at Kicker; for
more information on the Kicker player ratings, see also
Kroemer, 2010). Player ratings are available for each match
of the Bundesliga, in which a player participated for at
least 30 min. The 6-point-scaling (from 1.0 = very good to
6.0 =1nsufficient) was inverted prior to the data analysis to
ease the interpretation of the results such that high values
represent good performance ratings. In our analysis, we
included the averaged player rating (over the entire player
career).

Employee Experience

We operationalized employee experience via a dummy
variable (yes vs. no): All coaches who had a player profile
on the respective homepage (i.e., www.transfermarkt.de)
and played in (at least) one of the first or second soc-
cer leagues of the UEFA were coded as having employee
experience.

Leader Performance

To operationalize LP, we relied on the three indica-
tors points per game, goal ratio, and number of coached
matches, which resemble established leadership measures
such as team performance and satisfaction with the leader
(for an overview, see De Rue et al., 2011). As the coach
is responsible for high team performance, we assessed his
performance by evaluating team performance directly. In
choosing this indicator, we build on research that supports
the assumption of a direct link between the behavior of a
coach and the teams’ performance (e.g., Crust & Lawrence,
2006), which is also confirmed by a recent review (Gam-
melseater, 2013). Thus, we operationalized LP via the for-
mal performance criterion in the Bundesliga—the achieved
points per game (PPG; wins =3 points, ties=1 point, and
defeats =0 points). To complement PPG with a more fine-
grained measure, we also relied on the goal ratio (i.e., the
ratio of scored to conceded goals). Previous studies (e.g.,
Dawson & Dobson, 2002) have operationalized coach per-
formance similarly (i.e., winning percentage while account-
ing for team quality). We believe that our team performance
measures closely resemble this coach performance measure,
but are even more fine-grained (i.e., the PPG also account


http://www.transfermarkt.de
http://www.5-jahres-wertung.de

Journal of Business and Psychology (2024) 39:471-495

477

for draws and the goal ratio allows for more nuance regard-
ing the game outcomes).*

As a third indicator, we used the number of coached
matches (including foreign and lower league matches as
outlined above). In the highly competitive environment of
professional soccer, bad match results are not tolerated, but
result in coach succession (Cannella & Rowe, 1995). Hence,
the number of coached matches reflects the performance of
the coach in relation to the performance expectations of the
club: As the decision makers will usually consider available
resources and circumstances when evaluating coach per-
formance and deciding on coach succession, the number of
coached matches should be a valid measure of LP, specifically
the satisfaction with the leader (see DeRue et al., 2011). Prior
studies relied on similar measures (e.g., Audas et al., 1999).
As outlined above (see Footnote 3), all coach performance
measures were weighted to account for quality differences of
the soccer leagues in the UEFA.

Further, all operationalizations of coach performance
were sampled for three coached seasons.’ When we refer to
t2 and t3, this represents the second or third season (after
the initial season, t1) in the Bundesliga. We use the term
“across time” when comparing results of t1 with t2 and 3,
but please note that actual time between coached seasons
may vary. As the number of available coach performance
episodes drops drastically across time (i.e., only few coaches
coached many seasons), we restricted our analyses to the
first three measurement points (t1—t3) for the longitudinal
analyses (i.e., Hypotheses 1-3).

Job Complexity of the Employee Position

To operationalize job complexity of the employee position,
we relied on the Group Structure Model (Chelladurai, 2013;
Chelladurai & Carron, 1977; Grusky, 1963) to capture the
complexity of different positions in sports. Across different
team sport contexts, player positions vary in their propin-
quity (i.e., observability and visibility) and their degree of
task dependence (Chelladurai, 2013; Chelladurai & Carron,
1977; Grusky, 1963; for an overview, see Carron & Eys,
2012). In this study, we applied the group structure model
to the context of soccer. With increasing propinquity and
task dependence, a player receives more information about
game-related processes and interacts more frequently with

* While we consider our operationalizations to be more fine grained
as the win ratio, we acknowledge that the win-ratio is more com-
monly used in prior studies (e.g., Dawson & Dobson, 2002; Martinez
& Caudill, 2013). Thus, we repeated our analyses with this operation-
alization. Results were consistent with our reported findings.

5 If, however, a coach was fired during the season and if he was re-
employed by another club in the same season, the coach performance
for the second club was gathered as a second measurement point.

other players (Carron & Eys, 2012). Thus, we considered
high manifestations of propinquity and task dependence
for a position as operationalization of the complexity of the
employee position.

To estimate the job complexity of the different player
positions, we invited soccer experts, such as (former) play-
ers, coaches, soccer managers, and sport journalists to par-
ticipate in an online survey. Fifty-nine experts completed
our questionnaire. We excluded five participants as they
expressed doubts about their expertise. Thus, 54 experts
(M =42.5 years, 98.1% males) remained in the sample. On
average, our experts were engaged in competitive soccer for
a duration of M=18.17 (SD =8.92) years as a player and of
M =6.47 years (SD=6.83) as a coach. After a short intro-
duction to the concepts of propinquity and task dependence,
the experts were asked to rate each position in soccer (i.e.,
goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, and forward; see Table 1).
All items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (very
poor) to 4 (very well). The experts rated the goalkeeper
position to be the least complex (M =2.35), followed by the
defender (M =2.54), the forward position (M =2.9), and the
midfielder position (M =3.25; see Table 1). We included
the rated job complexity as a moderator in our analyses
(see Hypothesis 4). We obtained information on the former
player position for almost all coaches with a prior player
career (n=2301, 97.41%; midfielders: 130, defenders: 96, for-
wards: 62, and goalkeepers: 13). For players who held more
than one position, we recorded the most frequently played
position (as listed on transfermarkt.de).

Control Variables

We preregistered prior team quality as a central control
variable. We further considered the temporal mid-point of a
player’s career and coaches’ continued employment as further
control variables. Finally, we considered the following vari-
ables as potential control variables as they were suggested by
anonymous reviewers: player age and player injuries.

The number of played matches (i.e., our first operation-
alization of EP) might be affected by the number of inju-
ries a player experienced throughout his career. Hence, we
gathered respective data, which was available from 1968
onwards. Furthermore, the number of played matches might
be influenced by the age of the player when they ended their
player career. Hence, we also gathered the respective data.
Our second operationalization of EP (i.e., player ratings)
decreased on average over time (i.e., worse grades nowa-
days as compared to 1963). The correlation between date
of recorded data (in years) and the mean grades for each
year showed a strong link (r=0.94, p <0.001). Thus, we
considered this potentially confounding effect by including
the temporal mid-point of a player’s career (i.e., the mean of
the years the respective player got graded).
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Table 1 Experts (N = 54) Rated the Complexity of Each Player Position Based on the Group Structure Model (Chelladurai & Carron, 1977;

Grusky, 1963)

Goalkeeper Defender Midfielder Forward
(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD)
Propinquity
How well could a player at the respective posi- 3.26 3.04 3.07 2.37
tion oversee the build-up of the match? (0.85) (0.70) (0.67) (0.76)
How central was a player on this position to 2.20 248 3.54 2.67
the game for his team? (1.07) (0.75) 0.61) (0.82)
Averaged 2.73 2.76 3.31 2.52
0.77) 0.61) (0.54) 0.61)
Task Dependence
To what extent were the players in all other 1.96 2.31 3.20 3.28
positions dependent on the work of a player  (0.99) (0.72) (0.68) (0.98)
in this position?
Complexity 2.35 2.54 3.25 2.90
0.77) (0.58) (0.49) (0.62)

In soccer, the team performance is not only influenced
by the coach, but also by the team quality. We therefore
assessed prior team quality (i.e., the reams’ ranking in
the league) before the start of a coach’s appointment and
included it as a control variable in our analyses (see also
Dawson et al., 2000).6 To receive a continuous ranking for
the first and the second league we transformed the variable
teams’ ranking: After the transformation higher numbers
represent a better ranking (i.e., more specifically, values
between 2 and 1 represent the ranking for the first league
and values between 1 and O represent the ranking for the
second league). As the number of competing teams in the
first and second league changed over time, the relative
value of the ranks changed as well (e.g., the 10™ rank in a
league of 16 teams vs. 20 teams). Hence, this transformation
allows for comparisons over time. Furthermore, to account
for the effects of a coach’s continued employment with a
club (i.e., continuous coaching) as compared to a change in
employment, we included a dummy variable (i.e., 1 =con-
tinued employment since the previous season; 0 =change in
employment since the previous season).

Analytical Strategy

As we gathered data on the whole population of head
coaches of the Bundesliga between 1963/64 to 2018/19,
we examined in a first step the mere effect size of the
EP-LP relationship without statistical inference. Note that
we nevertheless go beyond mere effect sizes in subsequent
steps (Alexander, 2015) since we intend to make inferences

% To demonstrate the robustness of our results we repeated our analy-
ses with the average rank of the last three seasons (instead of only one
season) before the coach took over. Results were consistent with our
reported findings (see Table S3).

@ Springer

on the EP-LP relationship outside the Bundesliga context
and to assess the EP-LP link while accounting for potential
control variables. In a second step, we therefore gathered
data on potential control variables (i.e., players’ injuries,
age, the average time of the player rating, team quality
[before t1, t2, and t3], and continuous employment [t1-
t2 and t2-t3]) and tested their relationship with our
indicators of LP (i.e., the dependent variable). Based on
the recommendations of Becker (2005), we only added
variables as controls to our main analyses if they showed
a significant relationship with the dependent variable (i.e.,
we added team quality [before t1, t2, and t3], continuous
employment [t1-t2 and t2-t3] for our main analyses; for
bivariate correlations, see Table 2). Next, we analyzed our
panel data with manifest path models (including relevant
control variables) and conducted six separate analyses
for the different operationalizations of player and coach
performance.” In particular, we included the hypothesized
paths from EP to LP (at t1, t2, and t3) and added complexity
and the respective interaction term (i.e., EP X complexity)
to our model (see Fig. 1). Furthermore, we included paths
from LP at tl to t2 and from t2 to t3. We also assumed
that LP will be further predicted by our control variables
(i.e., team quality [before t1, t2, and t3], and continuous
employment [t1-t2 and t2-t3]) and specified our model
accordingly. We also allowed for covariances (see Fig. 1,

7 We initially planned to analyze data with structural equation mod-
eling (SEM). In a preliminary confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), we
modeled player performance and coach performance as latent factors
for all measurement points. The CFA revealed negative residual vari-
ances and was therefore deemed inadmissible. Potentially, different
measures of player or coach performance reflect unique performance
aspects and not a shared latent variable. Thus, we continued our anal-
yses with manifest path models.
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and LP were in a similar range (t2: rs>-.03 to rs <.18, with
an average correlation of r=.09; t3: rs >-.06 to rs <.07, with
an average correlation of 7=-.01). Across t2 and t3, only three
out of 12 coefficients exceeded the threshold for small correla-
tions (for all correlations, see Table 2). Both the complexity
of the player position (rs >-.06 to rs <.07, with an average
correlation of r=.00), as well as the interaction-terms of com-
plexity and EP indicated at most a small to moderate relation
(rs>-.12 to rs<.17, with an average correlation of r=.04)
with LP initially and over time (see Table 2). Finally, we also
looked at the relationships between player experience and LP,
initially (rs>-.04 to rs <.07, with an average correlation of
r=.02) and over time (t2: rs>-.04 to rs <-.01, with an aver-
age correlation of r=-.03; t3: rs>-.04 to rs <-.01, with an
average correlation of r=-.03).

Overall, these correlations are mostly in line with the per-
formance requirements perspective (Hypothesis la-c). As the
results of the different analyses include some variance (see
Table 2), we will rely on the following, more complex analy-
ses (see the next paragraph) to draw firmer conclusions. In
particular, we will include control variables (e.g., prior team
quality of the coached team) to provide more robust tests.

Manifest Path Models

We tested six different path models (for model fit statistics,
see Table 3) to realize all combinations of different player
performance measures (i.e., number of played matches vs.
average player rating) with coach performance measures (i.e.,
PPG, goal ratio, and the number of coached matches).8 As
our analyses revealed a consistent pattern of results (for more
information see Table 3), we exemplarily describe the findings
of the first model in more detail: The first model (see Fig. 1)
indicated no significant link between the number of played
matches and coach performance (i.e., operationalized as PPG)
directly after the promotion to the coach position (t1: =-0.00,
SE=0.06, p=.986). Over time, the relationship remained
non-significant (t2: =0.02, SE=0.06, p=.965; t3: f=-0.04,
SE=0.06, p=.810). To test for changes in the predictive valid-
ity, we restricted the path coefficients of player performance to
be equal over time and conducted a 2 difference test between
restricted and unrestricted models (see Table S1 in the sup-
plemental file for all restricted models). The results indicated
no difference (AX2 =0.48, Adf=2, p=.788). The path models
with other combination of EP and LP indicators (see Table 3
and Table S1, Models 2—6) mirror those findings. Overall, the
results pattern, thus, supports Hypothesis 1a and 1b, as the
relationship between player performance and coach perfor-
mance was at most small and non-significant initially (at t1)

8 To test the robustness of our results, we also conducted hierarchical
regression analyses for all operationalizations and time points. The
results remain virtually unchanged to the reported path analyses.

as well as over time (at t2 and t3). Further, our results did not
indicate a significant change of the relationship between player
and coach performance over time.

Further, we also tested the relation between player perfor-
mance and overall coach performance (i.e., aggregated over the
whole coach career) with six models without the FIML estima-
tor (for model fit statistics, see Table 4). Model 1-6 indicated no
significant link between player performance (operationalized via
the number of played matches or the average player rating) and
coach performance (operationalized via PPG, goal ratio, or the
number of coached matches). Overall, those aggregated analyses
indicate a small-to-moderate, non-significant relation between
player and coach performance.

Testing the Moderating Effect of Job Complexity

We inspected the hypothesized interaction of player perfor-
mance and job complexity in our prior analyses (see Table 3
and 4). The main effects of job complexity (except for one
analysis; see Table 4) and the interaction effects (i.e., player
performance X job complexity) were insignificant, both initially
and over time. Thus, our analyses did not support Hypothesis 4.

Contrasting Expert Leaders With Non-expert
Leaders

Finally, we tested the link between player experience (profes-
sional soccer player: yes vs. no) and all three operationaliza-
tions of coach performance over time with three models (for
model fit statistics, see Table 5). The first model did not indicate
a significant link between player experience and coach perfor-
mance (i.e., operationalized via PPG) initially after the promo-
tion to the coach position and over time (t1: f=0.07, SE=0.11,
p=.137;12: =0.02, SE=0.12, p=.756; 3: =-0.03, SE=0.11,
p=.756). To test for changes in the predictive validity, we
restricted the path coefficients of player experience to be equal
over time and conducted XZ difference tests. The results indi-
cated no difference (sz =1.98, Adf=2, p=.371). The second
model indicated a small significant relationship between player
experience and coach performance (i.e., operationalized via goal
ratio) directly following the promotion to the coach position, t1:
B=0.09, SE=0.12, p=.038. Over time, the relationship became
non-significant (t2: =0.03, SE=0.09, p=.591; t3: p=-0.05,
SE=0.12, p=.433). Testing for changes in the predictive
validity, the results indicated no change (Ax2=4.27, Adf=2,
p=.118). The third model neither indicated a significant rela-
tionship between player experience and the number of coached
matches directly after the promotion to the coach position (t1:
p=-0.03, SE=0.10, p=.561) nor later (t2: f=0.08, SE=0.11,
p=.136;13: $=0.01, SE=0.13, p=.819). Accordingly, the pre-
dictive validity did not change over time (AX2=3.O2, Adf=2,
p=.221). Overall, those aggregated analyses indicate support
for Hypothesis 1c.
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Robustness Checks and Control Analyses

We conducted various robustness checks and additional
analyses to either study the influence of our methodological
choices (e.g., operationalizations or treatment of outliers)
or of additional variables (e.g., different career trajecto-
ries). We report these analyses in the following.

Triangulation as an Approach to Control for the Robustness
of our Results

Hypotheses la-c as derived from the performance require-
ments perspective come close to hypothesizing a null
effect. We therefore followed Cortina and Folger’s (1998)
suggestions to rule out potential alternative explanations
of potentially observing a null effect (e.g., invalid opera-
tionalizations). In particular, we incorporated the trian-
gulation procedure recommended by the authors as we,
first, included various measurements for both EP and LP
across different situations (i.e., initially following promo-
tion, over time, and aggregated over the whole career).
Doing so increases the chance that the observed associa-
tion differs from a null effect—especially if liberal p-val-
ues (i.e., p=0.1) are adopted. Even after adopting liberal
p-values,9 we did not observe a relationship between EP
and LP initially and over time. Second, we investigated
additional variables that should—from a theoretical point
of view—affect the dependent variables (i.e., prior team
quality for the dependent variables points per game and
goal ratio; prior coach performance [the previous num-
ber of coached matches, indicating satisfaction with the
leader] for the current number of coached games), which
overall showed the expected substantial relationships (see
Table 3). Finally, we calculated and reported effect sizes
and confidence intervals to facilitate interpretation (see
Cortina & Folger, 1998). Overall, results obtained from
the triangulation procedure did not indicate that our previ-
ously observed null results are invalid.

Outliers

Although we relied on mostly objective data, our find-
ings may be influenced by a few unorthodox data points.
Thus, we carefully screened the data for outliers (on the
basis of Mahalanobis distances; e.g., Meade & Craig,
2012). Since this method cannot handle missing data, we
additionally identified univariate outliers via boxplots
to follow a conservative approach. Across the different

° Please note that we previously adjusted the p-values for each model
through Benjamini and Hochberg’s (1995) step-up Bonferroni proce-
dure as recommended for structural equation models (Cribbie, 2007)
to account for the alpha inflation associated with multiple tests.
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operationalizations and time points, we detected 24 outli-
ers for the coaches’ points per game, 39 outliers for the
coaches’ goal ratio, and four outliers for the number of
coached matches. We repeated our main analyses while
excluding those outliers and found very similar results (see
Table S2 in the supplemental file).

Additional Facets of the Coaches’ Expertise

During the revision of the paper,' we gathered additional
data to capture further aspects of expert leadership beyond
prior player performance (i.e., university degrees in rele-
vant fields, such as sports sciences, and potential coaching
licenses). Those variables have the potential to capture fur-
ther facets of expertise and, thus, offer a more comprehen-
sive test of TEL. Remarkably, only 47 coaches had a sports-
related degree and former players (compared to coaches
without that background) were significantly less likely
to have obtained such a degree, Xz(l, N=186)=13.88,
p <.001. Concerning the coaching license, only n=19
coaches of our sample did not have a coaching license,
whereas n =18 were awarded with an A-license, n=4 with
a B-license, and n =240 with a Pro-license (with the Pro-
license being the most advanced license, which is nowa-
days a requirement in the Bundesliga). We found no data on
coaching licenses for n=127 coaches. Our analyses overall
did not indicate a systematic link between sports-related
degrees or coaching licenses and LP, neither initially nor
over time (see Table 2, for correlations and Table S4 in the
supplemental file). That is, only two of the 18 empirical
links between sports-related degrees and LP were significant
(see Table S4).

Different Career Trajectories

Some coaches started their coaching career as head coaches
of a club in a first or second professional league within the
UEFA, while others started their career in lower leagues
or with youth teams. For the majority of the head coaches
(n=258; 63.39%), the head coach position in a first or sec-
ond professional league within the UEFA (as a permanent
or interim coach) was indeed their first coaching position,
compared to n= 144 (35.38%) who first worked as a coach
in a lower league or with youth teams, and n=5 (1.23%)
coaches with missing data. We tested the link between EP
and LP for both groups of coaches (i.e., those who started
their coaching career in a first or second professional
league within the UEFA and those who started their coach-
ing career in lower leagues or with youth teams). Due to the
reduced sample size (i.e., only n =101 of those 144 coaches

10 We thank the anonymous Reviewer 1 for the related hint.
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Fig. 1 Visualization of Model 1 (testing Hypotheses 1-4)

for illustrations of our model specifications in model 1). In
a third step, we conducted additional analyses to check for
the robustness of our results (please see below).

When analyzing the link between EP and LP (Hypotheses
1-4), we only considered coaches who had been soccer play-
ers before (n=309). Similarly, we included only players in
our analyses who were graded (n=181) for the respective
analyses (i.e., to ensure there is no missing data concerning
the predictor variable; in this case, missing data for LP or
control variables (e.g., prior team quality) were estimated
using the FIML estimator; Enders, 2010). To test for changes
in predictive validity of player performance for coach perfor-
mance over time, we relied on model comparisons: We com-
puted a restricted model where we restricted the path coef-
ficients of the player performance to be equal over time and
compared this model to the original model (i.e., with free
path coefficients). Then we conducted y?* difference tests
to investigate whether the restriction impaired the model
fit. Furthermore, we also conducted analyses considering
the aggregated career of the coach (i.e., by considering the
aggregated coach performance) to test for the overall effect
of performance-based promotion.

To account for different metrics, we standardized the pre-
dictor and criterion variables. More specifically, we stand-
ardized the coach performance from all measurement points
simultaneously to allow for comparisons over time. As effect

size measure, we report standardized path coefficients and
used the following yardstick for their interpretation: small
effects correspond to path coefficients of 0.10, moderate
effects to coefficients of 0.30, and large effects to coeffi-
cients of 0.50 (Acock, 2014; Cohen, 1988). To correct for
alpha inflation associated with multiple tests, we adjusted
the p-values for each model through Benjamini and Hoch-
berg’s (1995) step-up Bonferroni procedure as recommended
for structural equation models (Cribbie, 2007). In the fol-
lowing, we report p-values that are adjusted in accordance
with this procedure.

Results
Descriptive Analyses on the EP-LP Relationship

In a first step, we examined the link of the EP-LP relationship
in the population of Bundesliga coaches without statistical
inference (and without considering any control variables).
Bivariate correlations indicated at most a small to moderate
link between EP and LP, both initially (t1) and over time (t2
and t3). At tl, the correlations between EP and LP ranged
from rs >.01 to rs <.15, with an average correlation of r=.06
and only one of six coefficients exceeding the threshold for
small correlations. At t2 and t3, the correlations between EP

@ Springer
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Table 5 (Continued)

Model 3 — Criterion: Number of coached matches

Model fit: x? = 47.66, df

0.95, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .06, n = 407

t1

19, p < .001, CFI

t2

95% CI

SE

0.13

95% CI

SE
0.11

95% CI

SE
0.10
0.04

[-0.21; 0.29]

0.01

[-0.04; 0.39]

0.08

[-0.25; 0.12]

-0.03

Player experience (dummy)

[0.14; 0.31]

0.25%%*

Team quality (before t1)

[0.11;0.31]

0.27 %%

Team quality (before t2)

0.09 [0.05; 0.40]

0.18*

Team quality (before t3)

[0.21; 0.43]
[0.43; 0.81]

0.29%%*

Leader performance (t1)

0.10

0.3 %%

Continuous engagement with club (t1-t2)

[0.25; 0.52]

0.07

0.11

0.36%*

Leader performance (t2)

[0.23; 0.67]

0.27 %%

Continuous engagement with club (t2-t3)

All p-Values were adjusted with Benjamini and Hochberg’s (1995) false discovery rate controlling step-up Bonferroni procedure as recommended for structural equation models. According to recommendations

for triangulation (Cortina & Folger, 1998), we adopted liberal p-values of p < .10 (emphasized in italics).

°p <10, % p <.05, #* p < 01, #* p < 001

whad a previous player career), path models were not suit-
able. Hence, we conducted six multiple regression analyses
using our different operationalizations of EP and LP for
both coach groups. This approach allows for comparisons
of the EP-LP link between both groups of coaches (i.e.,
those who started their coaching career in a first or second
professional league within the UEFA and those who started
their coaching career in lower leagues or with youth teams).
Our analyses showed non-significant EP-LP links for both
groups of coaches with one exception (i.e., the regression
with the operationalizations player rating and the goal ratio
at lower leagues indicated a negative relationship; for fur-
ther information, see the supplemental file, Table S5).

Improved Test of TEL within Organizations

As TEL proposed processes that should unfold within an organ-
ization over time (e.g., positive effects of hiring applicants with
high potential), those effects cannot be tested conclusively with
leaders who change teams relatively frequently (as in our study).
When restricting our sample to coaches that did not change their
club for three seasons, our sample was again too small to con-
duct path analyses (n="77; see Kline, 2011). Thus, in an explor-
atory analysis, we computed partial correlations (i.e., control-
ling for prior team quality) and Steiger’s z-test (Diedenhofen
& Musch, 2015; Steiger, 1980) to test whether the relationship
between prior player and later coach performance differed over
time (e.g., comparing the link between the average player rating
and PPG at t1 and t2). The link between EP and LP increased
descriptively over time for only two of the six combinations
of operationalizations (i.e., average player rating with PPG,
tl: r=-25,p=.151;t2: r=.01, p=.974; 13: r= .21, p=.244;
average player rating with goal ratio, t1: r=-.19, p=.296; t2:
r=.04, p=.838; and t3: r=.15, p=.388). However, despite the
descriptive increase the correlations did not change significantly
over time (Izsl< 1.95, ps>.05).

Discussion

We derived and tested contrasting hypotheses on
performance-based promotion from three different
theoretical perspectives (i.e., the performance requirements
perspective, the follower-centric perspective, and the
TEL) to resolve the inconsistency of prior findings. To
do so, we focused on the role of time and job complexity
of the employee position. The underlying assumption of
performance-based promotions is that successful employees
will make successful leaders. However, our various analyses
did not support this assumption as the range of effect sizes
for the relationship between EP and LP mostly ranged from
small negative to small positive effects in our sample (i.e.,

@ Springer
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the population of Bundesliga coaches). Likewise, across
time, the relation between EP and LP mostly ranged from at
most small negative to small positive effects. Thus, overall,
we found no systematic link between EP and LP. Even when
aggregating LP over the whole career, our analyses indicated
no significant link with EP. Further, for professional
player experience (yes vs. no), only one of three analyses
indicated a small positive link with initial LP. However,
this association appears to depend on the operationalization
of the criterion (i.e., LP operationalized as goal ratio)
and overall there was no systematic link between player
experience and LP.

Concerning positions with a higher overlap of perfor-
mance requirements due to the complexity of the employee
position, our analyses did not confirm the proposed modera-
tion. However, a bigger sample size than available in this
study might be required to reliably detect a moderation of
an already small main effect as proposed in our study. The
descriptive findings nevertheless do not indicate the pro-
posed moderation. While we could not identify conditions
with higher (lower) predictive validity, our results suggest
that the overall association between EP and LP—at least
in the context of our study—is at most small, both initially
and over time. Thus, there is no empirical reason to expect
a head start from previously high-performing employees.

Theoretical Implications and Future Research

With this study, we aim to initiate an exchange between
different disciplines (i.e., personnel selection and manage-
ment research) on the question of whether high-performing
employees may later truly make successful leaders. To do
so, we relied on the performance requirements perspective
(Zaccaro, 2012), the follower-centric perspective (Uhl-Bien
et al., 2014), and TEL (Goodall & Biker, 2015) to derive
our hypotheses: In particular, we specified hypotheses on
the initial validity of performance-based promotion as well
as on its validity over time. Due to different assumptions on
mediating processes (such as performance requirements vs.
perceived leader prototypicality vs. better strategic decision
making) those perspectives led to contrasting hypotheses on
the predictive validity of EP for LP. We provided the first
empirical test on these contrasting hypotheses. Thereby,
we systematically examined how the link between EP and
LP unfolds over time (i.e., initially after a promotion and
across consecutive seasons). Our study results (i.e., no sys-
tematic associations between EP and LP, neither initially
nor over time) are consistent with the performance require-
ments perspective (see Zaccaro et al., 2018), but not with
the follower-centric perspective or with TEL. Moreover, our
findings are mostly in line with the conclusion of a recent
review (Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021).

@ Springer

The performance requirements perspective specifies
the predictive validity of EP for later LP by comparing
the performance requirements of the employee and the
leader position. Due to the different tasks of employee
and leader positions (cf. Bartram, 2005; Borman & Brush,
1993), employee performance requirements match only to
a small degree with the performance requirements for the
leader. Our research supports this general reasoning and
the importance of this theoretical perspective when predict-
ing the overall EP-LP link.

With an increasing overlap of performance requirements
of EP and LP, the validity of performance-based promotion
should increase. We tested job complexity (as one way to
increase the overlap of performance requirements) of the
employee position as a potential moderator of the relation-
ship between EP and LP. Our results, however, indicated
no support for the proposed moderation in our study con-
text. To further clarify whether the theoretical rationale
concerning an increasing overlap in the respective perfor-
mance requirements is correct, further studies are needed
to examine job complexity (and other proposed modera-
tors) more comprehensively. According to the assumptions
of the performance requirements perspective, complexity
moderates the small link between EP and LP. Conse-
quently, a comprehensive test might require a bigger sam-
ple size in the future. This might allow a more informed
use of performance-based promotion in the future.

Our results did not support the follower-centric per-
spective concerning performance-based promotion in the
context of our study. Future research could clarify under
which conditions these findings hold (within and beyond
sports) and thereby also improve the current understanding
of the follower-centric perspective. In particular, it might
be promising in more conventional organizational contexts,
where subjective performance evaluation is more common,
to consider several sources before and after a promotion for
a comprehensive analysis of the perceived prototypical-
ity, EP, and LP (while avoiding the same rater bias; Hoyt,
2000). Potentially, such biases could inflate the perceived
validity of performance-based promotion and therefore
ensure the ongoing prevalence of this strategy in practice.

Our results provided no support for TEL (Goodall &
Biker, 2015) in the context of our study (i.e., professional
soccer), as the analyses indicated overall no systematic
link between EP and LP. As the processes proposed by
TEL should unfold within an organization over time (e.g.,
positive effects of hiring applicants with high potential),
it is conceivable that it may not be possible to test these
effects conclusively with leaders who change teams
relatively frequently (as in our study). When restrict-
ing our sample to coaches who did not change their club
over the course of the least three seasons (in a post-hoc
analysis), our findings were inconsistent concerning
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the hypothesized effects over time in this substantially
smaller subsample (i.e., two of the six analyses indicated
a descriptive increase of the EP-LP link over time). To
adequately test the proposed effects of TEL in the future,
a rather stable study context (i.e., avoiding power prob-
lems) or shorter time lags (i.e., coach performance per
week or match day) might be beneficial, as the coaches
oftentimes worked only one season for a club.

As the majority of prior studies on performance-based pro-
motion reported negative, non-significant, and mixed findings
(for an overview, see Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021) and our results
did not indicate a systematic link between EP and LP, the
empirical evidence questions the general validity of the logic
underlying performance-based promotion. Some variability in
the results of extant studies could potentially be explained by
the varying importance of the different theoretical perspectives
for explaining the EP-LP link across different contexts. Hence,
it might be promising to theorize on boundary conditions for
the different theoretical perspectives to understand when, for
instance, the follower-centric perspective is equally or even
more important than the performance requirement perspective.

Limitations

Acknowledging the limitations of our research, we would
like to point out, first, that we only examined the association
between EP and LP and tested the three theoretical perspec-
tives (on how EP relates to LP) independently. While we
based our theorizing concerning the three perspectives on
the respective assumptions about underlying mechanisms,
our data did not allow testing these mechanisms. Obviously,
research on performance-based promotion would profit from
examining the proposed mediators. This approach would
also provide relevant insights about the explained vari-
ance of the different proposed mechanisms (see Schleu &
Hiiffmeier, 2021). Hence, we suggest that future research
employs designs allowing for a comparative and more com-
prehensive evaluation of the underlying mechanisms of the
three perspectives.

Second, as our study design is non-experimental (i.e.,
an observational field study), we could face endogene-
ity-related issues (see Antonakis, 2017; Antonakis et al.,
2010). To limit the related risks, we relied on various
objective—rather than subjective—performance meas-
ures that provided us with data of high content validity
(Quinones et al., 1995; Sturman, 2007) to avoid confound-
ing effects due to biases (see Ciancetta & Roch, 2021;
Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018). As the variety of measures
produced consistent results across different time frames
(see also our additional analyses in the Online Supple-
ment), our results can be considered to be reliable (Cortina
& Folger, 1998). Further, we collected panel data (see

Mackey, 2008) and included relevant (control) variables
in our analyses to avoid omitted variable bias affecting the
relation between EP and LP (see Antonakis et al., 2010),
such as team-level variables (i.e., prior team quality meas-
ures for the team-related LP measures).

Third, our sample is range-restricted in the criterion, which
is common in personnel selection research (see Sackett & Yang,
2000): While our data entail all head coaches of Germany’s first
soccer league, obviously those who tried to obtain a head coach
position but failed to do so are not represented. However, the
common range-restriction scenarios (cf. Sackett & Yang, 2000)
should not apply to our study, as we gathered data from sev-
eral organizations (i.e., soccer clubs of the Bundesliga) and the
whole population of Bundesliga coaches. Hence, our analyses
should not be affected severely by range-restriction.

Finally, the generalizability of our findings to leadership
contexts outside the domain of professional team sports
might be limited. The characteristics of our study context,
professional soccer (e.g., a highly competitive context with
rather short leadership tenure, a coaching license as a basic
requirement to enter this career path, etc.), might be different
to other work contexts. Also, while we deliberately chose the
soccer context to examine the link between EP and LP due
to the availability of objective performance data over whole
career courses, many other contexts cannot rely on (compa-
rable) objective performance measures. Consequently, deci-
sion makers base their promotion decisions on more subjec-
tive and, therefore, likely (more) biased performance ratings
(Ciancetta & Roch, 2021; Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018), which
may affect the EP-LP link in such contexts.

Practical Implications

Our results do not provide support for the validity of perfor-
mance-based promotion, at least in the high-stakes context of
our study. Considering the importance of leaders for an organ-
ization (see Montano et al., 2017), selection decisions based
on low-validity methods are very costly (Cronbach & Gleser,
1965; Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). While we are cautious not to
overstretch the implications of our results—as prior empirical
evidence is inconclusive (Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021)—many
practitioners would likely benefit from questioning and adapt-
ing their routine promotion procedures. Therefore, we would
like to point out two ways to improve the validity of perfor-
mance-based promotion. First, as our results indicated initial
support for the performance requirements perspective, prac-
titioners might focus on the performance requirements of the
vacant leader position to improve the validity of the perfor-
mance-based promotion strategy. To identify relevant perfor-
mance requirements, conducting a systematic job analysis for
the vacant leader position should be helpful. An additional job
analysis of the respective employee position allows to identify
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the performance requirements indicated by EP (see Hesketh
& Robertson, 1993). This approach would allow identifying
positions with a high overlap of performance requirements of
both (employee and leader) positions—and thereby ensure
a preferably high validity of performance-based promotion.
Further, this approach would allow considering only perfor-
mance aspects of prior EP that are relevant for the later leader
position. Thereby, this approach should improve the selection
of candidates (see Wernimont & Campbell, 1968).

Second, organizations might review—and if necessary
adapt—their performance assessment concerning the follow-
ing criteria to maximize the validity: Does the performance
evaluation follow a standardized approach (i.e., are relevant
criteria defined and examples provided; see Schleicher et al.,
2018)? Are the evaluating leaders trained in the procedure, but
also in recognizing and avoiding potential biases (see Amis
et al., 2020; van Dijk et al., 2020)? Could the performance be
assessed by more than one rater (see Harari & Viswesvaran,
2018)? Could EP be complemented by other indicators (e.g.,
structured interviews or assessment centers targeting central
characteristics of the vacant position) to increase the valid-
ity (see Sackett et al., 2022)? All those adaptations have the
potential to optimize the validity of the performance assess-
ment and thereby performance-based promotion.

Beyond its validity, practitioners need to account for effects
on the organizational level (Wright & Boswell, 2002) when
evaluating the overall merit of performance-based promotion.
As performance-based promotion rewards good performance
(Kim, 2019; Scully, 2002), this promotion strategy should influ-
ence the organization’s work culture to focus on performance
(see Bagdadli et al., 2006). Further, performance-based promo-
tion should increase perceived career opportunities in the organ-
ization (Webster & Beehr, 2013), as employees perceive this
approach as fairer than more arbitrary approaches (Beehr et al.,
2004). Hence, performance-based promotion strategies should
attract talented applicants and motivate employees (Gruman &
Saks, 2011). Thus, when practitioners adapt performance-based
promotion to increase its validity, they should be careful not to
undermine the positive side effects of this strategy.

Conclusion

Performance-based promotion is a face-valid approach to fill
leader positions and currently a prevalent strategy (Church
et al., 2021). However, extant empirical evidence has been
inconsistent (Schleu & Hiiffmeier, 2021) and our findings
did not support this strategy’s merit either. Our work has
contrasted three theoretical perspectives on performance-
based promotion and tested two proposed moderators
(i.e., time and job complexity of the employee position)
to potentially resolve previously inconsistent results. Our

@ Springer

results support the performance requirements perspective
(Zaccaro et al., 2018) regarding the predictive validity of
EP for LP. Further, we found no evidence supporting the
follower-centric perspective (see Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) and
TEL (Goodall & Biker, 2015). Thus, practitioners may be
well-advised to focus on the respective performance require-
ments of the leader (and the employee) position when evalu-
ating the EP of potential candidates. Shifting the focus to
required characteristics holds the potential to improve the
validity of performance-based promotion decisions—and
consequently leader selection.
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