
Are companies beholden to bias? The impact of leader race on consumer
purchasing behavior

Derek R. Avery a,!, Patrick F. McKay b, Sabrina D. Volpone c, Ari Malka d

a Temple University, United States
b Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, United States
c University of New Mexico, United States
d DIRECTV, United States

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 30 April 2013
Accepted 15 January 2015
Available online 24 February 2015
Accepted by Linn Van Dyne

Keywords:
Stereotypes
Diversity
Race
Leadership

a b s t r a c t

Given that racial stereotypes often influence leader appraisals, many businesses assume consumers will
respond unfavorably to Black leaders. Recent research, however, suggests observers may suppress nega-
tive stereotypes of Black leaders when they head high-performing organizations. We integrate theory on
implicit leadership and motivated social cognition to better understand how leader stereotype applica-
tion and suppression influence consumer purchasing behavior. Across archival studies, a classroom exer-
cise, and an experiment, we found that customers (real and prospective) appraised Black leaders less
favorably than White leaders, resulting in lower patronage only when motivated to view leaders stereo-
typically. Namely, significant consumer bias against companies with Black leaders emerged only when
organizational failure was accompanied by (a) unfamiliarity with the leader(s) in question, (b) greater
societal acceptance of racist behavior (i.e., in the past), or (c) high consumer desire to bask-in-reflect-
ed-glory of an organization.
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Introduction

When asked whether it is acceptable to deny a Black employee
a leadership opportunity because customers might react negatively
to the employee’s race, noted diversity scholar David Thomas had
this reply (Humphreys, 2002, p. 36):

‘‘I am often surprised by managers’ assumptions that their cli-
ents are not as good or as decent as they are: ‘I might be willing
to accept a very talented person of color, but I don’t believe my
clients are ready for that yet. And I’m not willing to risk finding
out if I’m wrong.’ Their assumptions become self-fulfilling
prophecies.’’

This assumption he described – that customers will not accept
Black personnel – appears to be fairly commonplace among man-
agers. In fact, research shows that the proportion of White cus-
tomers corresponds directly with organizational reluctance to
hire Blacks, particularly for positions involving potential customer
contact (Holzer & Ihlanfeldt, 1998; Kirschenman & Neckerman,
1991; Moss & Tilly, 2001). Further, evidence of racially-aversive

consumer behavior, disfavoring racial-ethnic minorities (especially
Blacks), has surfaced in customer satisfaction ratings (Hekman
et al., 2010), restaurant server tip amounts (Brewster & Lynn,
2014; Lynn et al., 2008), and reactions to product advertisements
(e.g., Choi, Crandall, & La, 2014; Qualls & Moore, 1990; Whittler
& DiMeo, 1991).

A key concern is whether consumers’ proclivity to stereotype
and disfavor rank-and-file minority personnel actually extends to
the managerial level. If so, then organizations may be reticent to
employ minorities in leadership posts. In fact, fears about prospec-
tive consumer backlash are so pervasive that even Black business
owners have gone so far as to employ White ‘‘front men’’ to repre-
sent their companies publicly (Henderson, 1999). Prior work on
implicit leadership has shown that people stereotype Blacks as less
fit for leadership than their White counterparts (Chung-Herrera &
Lankau, 2005; Gündemir, Homan, de Dreu, & van Vugt, 2014;
Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008; Tomkiewicz, Brenner, &
Adeyemi-Bello, 1998). If this tendency is evident among prospec-
tive and current organizational clientele, then they may be less
accepting of Black organizational leaders, with potential bottom-
line implications. Suggestive in this regard, Ouellet (2007) found
that ethnic majority group members who were high in consumer
racism (i.e., U.S. Caucasians, English Canadians, and French Cau-
casians, respectively) reported lower intentions to (a) buy (non-

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2015.01.004
0749-5978/! 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

! Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: dravery@temple.edu (D.R. Avery), pmckay@smlr.rutgers.edu

(P.F. McKay), svolpone@unm.edu (S.D. Volpone), malka.ari@gmail.com (A. Malka).

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 127 (2015) 85–102

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/ locate/obhdp

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.obhdp.2015.01.004&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2015.01.004
mailto:dravery@temple.edu
mailto:pmckay@smlr.rutgers.edu
mailto:svolpone@unm.edu
mailto:malka.ari@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2015.01.004
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07495978
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/obhdp

	Are companies beholden to bias? The impact of leader race on consumer purchasing behavior
	Introduction
	The impact of leader race
	Implicit leadership theory
	How poor performance promotes stereotyping
	The mediating role of leader appraisals
	The impact of leader familiarity
	Temporal changes in motivation to appear unbiased
	The impact of self-enhancement goals

	Overview of studies
	Study 1 – method
	Sample and data
	Measures
	Consumer purchasing behavior
	Leader race
	Performance
	Time
	Control variables


	Results
	Discussion
	Study 2
	Method
	Sample and data
	Measures
	Consumer purchasing behavior
	Leader race
	Performance
	Time
	Control variables


	Results
	Supplemental analyses

	Discussion
	Study 3
	Method
	Participants and procedure
	Measures
	Leader appraisals
	Black leaders
	Performance
	Familiarity
	Controls


	Results
	Discussion
	Study 4
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Measures
	Consumer purchasing behavior
	Leader appraisal
	Basking-in-reflected-glory


	Results
	Discussion
	General discussion
	Implications
	Research
	Practical

	Limitations, future directions, and conclusions

	References


