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Chapter 6:  Contingency Theory


Bottom Line


• Contingency Theory is about… 
• Matching the leader to the subordinates needs


• It assumes that the leader’s style is fixed


• This approach can be applied at the organizational or unit 
level 


• The organization puts the leader where he/she will be 
effective


Contingency Model


• Designed to diagnose whether a leader is task-oriented or 
relationship-oriented and match leader style to the 
situation


• Uses the Least-Preferred-Coworker (LPC) approach to 
determine the answer
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Least Preferred Coworker (LPC) Measure


Instructions: Think of the person with whom you can work least well. He or she 
may be someone you work with now or someone you knew in the past. That 
person does not have to be the person you like the least but should be the 
person with whom you had the most difficulty in getting a job done. Describe 
this person as he or she appears to you by circling the appropriate number for 
each of the following items.


 1.  Pleasant 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unpleasant
 2.  Friendly 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unfriendly
 3.  Rejecting 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Accepting
 4.  Tense 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Relaxed
 5.  Distant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Close
 6.  Cold 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Warm
 7.  Supportive 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Hostile
 8.  Boring 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Interesting
 9.  Quarrelsome 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Harmonious
10.  Gloomy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Cheerful
11.  Open 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Closed
12.  Backbiting 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Loyal
13.  Untrustworthy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Trustworthy
14.  Considerate 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Inconsiderate
15.  Nasty 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Nice
16.  Agreeable 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Disagreeable
17.  Insincere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Sincere
18.  Kind 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unkind


SOURCE: Adapted from “The LPC Questionnaire,” in Improving Leadership Effectiveness 
by Fiedler, F. E., & Chemers, M. M. Copyright © 1984. Reprinted with permission.


Scoring Interpretation


Your final LPC score is the sum of the numbers you circled on the 18 scales. 
If your score is 57 or below, you are a low LPC, which suggests that you are 
task motivated. If your score is within the range of 58 to 63, you are a middle 
LPC, which means you are independent. People who score 64 or above are 
called high LPCs, and they are thought to be more relationship motivated.


Because the LPC is a personality measure, the score you get on the LPC scale 
is believed to be quite stable over time and not easily changed. Low LPCs tend 
to remain low, moderate LPCs tend to remain moderate, and high LPCs tend to 
remain high. As was pointed out earlier in the chapter, research shows that the 
test–retest reliability of the LPC is very strong (Fiedler & Garcia, 1987).
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LPC style


• What is Matt’s LPC?
• In which situations 


would he be most 
effective?


Contingency Model - Leadership Styles


• Relationship-oriented (High LPC)
• Leaders are concerned with developing close 


interpersonal relationships 
• Task-oriented (Low LPC)
• Leaders are concerned primarily with reaching a goal








3 Situations to Consider


• Leader–member relations
• Group atmosphere and members’ attitudes toward the 


leader
• Task structure
• Extent to which tasks performed by the group are 


defined, involve specific procedures, and have clear, 
explicit goals


• Position power
• The amount of authority a leader has to reward or 


punish followers


Contingency Theory


• By assessing the 3 situational variables, any organizational 
context can be placed in one of the 8 categories 
represented in the Contingency Theory Model


• After the nature of a situation is determined, the fit 
between leader’s style and the situation can be evaluated


• By measuring Leader’s LPC score and the 3 situational 
variables, it is possible to predict whether a leader will be 
effective in a particular setting


Contingency Model: How Leader Style Fits the Situation Strengths


• Empirical support.  Contingency theory has been tested by 
many researchers and found to be a valid and reliable 
approach to explaining how to achieve effective leadership.


• Broadened understanding.  Contingency theory has 
broadened the scope of leadership understanding from a 
focus on a single, best type of leadership (e.g., trait approach) 
to emphasizing the importance of a leader’s style and the 
demands of different situations.


• Predictive.  Because Contingency theory is predictive, it 
provides relevant information regarding the type of leadership 
that is most likely to be effective in particular contexts.








Strengths


• Not an all-or-nothing approach.  Contingency theory 
contends that leaders should not expect to be effective in 
every situation; thus companies should strive to place 
leaders in optimal situations according to their leadership 
style.


• Leadership profiles.  Contingency theory supplies data on 
leadership styles that could be useful to organizations in 
developing leadership profiles for human resource 
planning.


Criticisms


• Fails to fully explain why leaders with particular leadership 
styles are more effective in some situations than others 


• Criticism of LPC scale validity as it does not correlate well 
with other standard leadership measures 
• It seems weird


• Cumbersome to use in real-world settings
• Fails to adequately explain what should be done about a 


leader/situation mismatch in the workplace


Application


• Can explain why someone who checks the boxes of good 
leadership traits and behaviors is ineffective in a situation
• It might not be the leader’s fault


• Helpful tool to assist upper management in fitting the 
right manager to the right situation 


Next:  Chapter 7  
(Path–Goal Theory)
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