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Under what conditions will women raise and promote
gender-equity issues in their work organizations? We
used structural equation modeling to analyze responses
from a sample of over a thousand female managers to
address this question. The results suggest that the per-
ceived favorability of the organizational context fosters a
willingness to sell gender-equity issues in organizations.
The contextual factors that influenced willingness to sell
were perceptions of a high degree of organizational sup-
port and of a warm and trusting relationship with critical
decision makers, which enhanced the perceived probabil-
ity of selling success and diminished the perceived im-
age risk in selling. Organizational norms for issue selling
also increased willingness to sell gender-equity issues by
deflating perceived image risk. Individual differences did
not predict willingness to sell gender-equity issues. We
address the theoretical and practical implications of
these findings.®

Managerial time and attention are scarce resources in organi-
zations (Pfeffer, 1992). Both managers and non-managers
compete to gain the attention of top policy makers for is-
sues that they believe are important to the organization. To
do so, they engage in what Dutton and Ashford {1993: 398)
labeled issue selling, calling the organization’s attenticn to
key trends, developments, and events that have implications
for organizational performance. Through issue selling,
pecple’'s concerns become part of the organization’s collec-
tive awareness (Narayanan and Fahey, 1982; Ocasio, 1997)}.
While relevant 1o all organizational members, issue selling is
an activity that is typically associated with those who have
managerial responsibility.

The actions of issue sellers can create an adaptive advan-
tage for an organization. From an evclutionary perspective,
Issue selling is one process by which pecple create variety
in the pool of strategic ideas and initiatives within an organi-
zation. From this set of initiatives, some subset is selected
and retained, contributing to patterns of strategic behaviors
(Burgelman, 1990; Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). In this way,
efforts that call attention to problematic conditions or emerg-
ing opportunities are the seed corn for organizational re-
newal! and adaptation. Previous studies by Floyd and Woold-
ridge {1996) suggest that managers’ choices to sell issues
are consequential for an crganization's strategic adaptation.

Despite the value of issue selling for organizations, potential
Issue sellers often feel tensions around whether to sell is-
sues to managers above them. Selling the “‘right’’ issue at
the “right”’ time can generate favorable career benefits. But
selling an issue that is controversial or costly for the organi-
zation can potentially damage a seller’'s reputation. Further-
more, issue selling is effortful and takes time, creating an-
other barrier to people’s willingness to sell. Thus, the costs
and benefits associated with issue selling often leave man-
agers ambivalent about this type of discretionary action. This
feeling of ambivalence i1s central to Meyerson and Scully’s
(1995) characterization of tempered radicals in organizations.
They argued that there is an intrapsychic wrestling that gov-
erns whether managers will offer ideas, concerns, and input
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to those above them or remain silent. If organizations value
this input, then understanding the psychology underlying the
choice to seli is critical. Our research question focuses on
the heart of this dilemma: What perscnal and contextual fac-
tors make managers more or less willing to initiate issue
selling in an organization?

Issue Selling Differentiated

Issue selling is a voluntary, discretionary set of behaviors by
which organizational members attempt to influence the orga-
nizational agenda by getting those above them to pay atten-
tion to tssues of particular importance to them (Dutton and
Ashford, 1993}. The types of issues that are sold range from
changes in an organization's environment {e.g., technological
or demographic changes) to more internally generated condi-
tions, such as increasing employee dissatisfaction or
changed goal leveis. Trends and developments become is-
sues when people construct them as real and make claims
about their importance (Kitsuse and Spector, 1981). These
discretionary upwardly directed behaviors differ from other
similar individual-level behaviors, including whistle bicwing,
voice, principled organizational dissent, and product or inno-
vation championing. They also differ from more general
forms of employee participation and involvement.

Whistle blowing, voice, and principled corganizational dissent
ail involve speaking out and often in an upward direction
within the organization. Whistle blowing involves bringing
illegal behavior or some clear wrong doing to the attention of
those higher up in the organization or even to those outside
of the organization {(Near and Miceli, 1986). Voice is one
means for expressing dissatisfaction (Withey and Cooper,
1989). Principled organizational dissent involves speaking out
about violations of a sense of justice, honesty, or economy
(Graham, 1986). The motivation implied by issue selling is
broader than the motivation for these other behaviors. Po-
tential issue sellers make choices to come forward about an
issue based on the belief that it appropriately belongs on the
organization’s agenda or out of a personal desire to have an
issue heard {Dutton and Ashford, 1993). With issue selling,
the motivation to raise an issue doesn't imply an observation
of illegality, a feeling of dissatistaction, or a sense that jus-
tice or honesty has been violated. A person might raise an
issue out of a sense that it represents an important organiza-
tional or personal opportunity. Thus, issue selling is similar
{in that it involves speaking out and upward) to voice,
whistle blowing, and dissent, but it includes a broader range
of prompts to action than are typically considered by these
other research domains.

Issue selling is both related to and yet distinct from product
or innovation championing (Burgelman, 1990; Howel! and
Higgins, 1990). Researchers have defined champions as
those who informally emerge in an organization and actively
and enthusiastically promote an innovation {Archilladis,
Jervis, and Robertson, 1971). Both issue selling and champi-
oning describe upward-influence behaviors and the challenge
of getting upper management to invest precious time in a
particular idea or solution. They differ in that innovation
champions are typically pushing for concrete solutions to is-
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sues (e.g., an innovative processing technique such as fro-
zen waffles) as opposed to a more abstract issue or idea
(e.g., the growing number of families who would like foods
that can be eaten on the go}). While some issue sellers may
sell specific solutions along with their issues {and at that
point the dynamics governing their actions become quite
similar to those for product champions), others do not and
are faced with a much more ambiguous and abstract task,
that of getting the powerful decision makers to see that
their issue is one that the organization ought to focus on.

Issue selling and employee participation are also conceptu-
ally similar in that participation can sometimes entail the gen-
eration of ideas and issues. But, while participation activities
are typically tied to formal programs initiated, framed, and
bounded by upper management (Cotton et al.,, 1988; Wag-
ner, 1994}, in issue selling the locus of action is the seller.
Issue selling focuses on employees’ discretionary initiatives
to raise ideas. Through issue selling, upper management
may be confronted by ideas that are outside the agenda that
it has established. In contrast to the participation literature's
focus on employees’ invoivement in joint decision making
{Locke and Schweiger, 1979}, issue selling focuses on em-
ployees’ attempts to shape the issue agenda and influence
what may eventually be decided upon participatively.

Our study examined the conditions that encourage or dis-
courage selling gender-equity issues, defined as the umbrella
of concerns that relate to the differential treatment of
women and men in work organizations. Very generally, these
are concerns that managers might have about career oppor-
tunities for members of their own sex in the organization,
about inclusion in or exclusion from organizational events,
and about how members of their sex are treated in datly ac-
tivities. Employees face choices about whether and when to
raise these kinds of issues in their work organizations. As
Meyerson and Scully (1995: 586) suggested in their descrip-
tion of tempered radicals, the choice to speak or be silent
can be excruciating: “the struggle may be invisible, but it is
by no means rare.”” The decision to speak up about issues of
this sort is not a choice that many employees take lightly or
resoive easily.

Two factors contributed to our choice to focus on the selling
of gender-equity issues. First, given the changing composi-
tion of the U.S. workforce, the ability to make a diverse
workforce feel welcomed and valued is increasingly impor-
tant in today’s organizations (Johnston, 1987; Cox and Blake,
1991; Jackson, 1992). Second, there is continuing evidence
that women in particular perceive difficulties with breaking
into top management ranks (U.S. Department of Labor,
1991) and in achieving and maintaining equal advantage to
rmen in career progression (Stroh, Brett, and Reilly, 1992).
There is also evidence of high rates of women leaving the
workforce (Schwartz, 1992). If these negative outcomes per-
sist in part because women, or men speaking on their be-
half, have no avenues to create positive change within their
organizations, then understanding the barriers to obtaining
attention for gender-equity issues is both timely and practi-
cally important.
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Although either men or women in organizations can raise
gender-equity issues, we chose to study the social psychol-
ogy underlying female managers’ willingness to sell this is-
sue for two reasons. First, while men may encounter sex
discrimination in female-dominated occupations and else-
where, the literature suggests that women are stili far more
likely to face gender-equity issues in the workforce as a
whole. Women experience sexual harassment and power
expressive displays, such as slights and sexual joking, at a
much higher rate than men, and these displays can limit ca-
reer advancement if these behaviors cause women to
change jobs prematurely (Hemming, 1985). Empirical evi-
dence also suggests that women have been excluded from
male-dominated organizational networks that are significantly
related to job promotions (Brass, 1985; Catalyst, 1396c¢).
These glass-ceiling effects are still pervasive (Morrison and
Von Glinow, 1990). Catalyst, an organization that tracks
women's progress within U.S. firms, noted in 1996 that al-
though women make up 46 percent of the labor force, they
still represent less than 1 percent of the inside directors on
boards of directors, 10.2 percent of total board seats, and
only 2.4 percent of the 2,430 people with titles of chairman,
vice chairman, chief executive officer, president, chief oper-
ating officer, or executive vice president (Catalyst, 1996a,
1996b). In light of this evidence, we assume that women
will likely face gender-equity issues more often than will
men.

The second reason for employing an all-female sample is the
tension associated with selling an issue on behalf of one’s
own group, what Harquail (1998) labeled advocacy. While
both men and women may notice and speak up for gender-
equity issues, we believe that women's acts aimed at raising
gender-equity concerns will have different connotations than
would men’s when they are seiling on behalf of women.
People may be more likely to ascribe self-serving motives to
women selling gender-equity issues than they would to men
selling these issues on behalt of women. Because we did
not want to assume that risk and efficacy perceptions would
be the same for those selling on behalf of their own group
as for those selling on behalf of another group, we focused
on women’s perceptions of gender-equity issues to discover
what encourages or discourages pecple from selling issues
on behalf of their own group.

MODEL

We found no one theory that specified the relevant anteced-
ent variables for our research question. Dutton and Ashford
(1993) listed several variables that may lead to the choice to
sell an issue but focus most of their theoretical attention on
describing the form that such selling might take. Studies of
upward-influence attempts have focused on predicting the
type of influence strategies used (e.g., Farmer et al., 1997),
but not whether influence attempts will be undertaken in the
first place. As a result, we drew from three complementary
literatures as the basis for our model. First, we followed Dut-
ton and Ashford's (1993} suggestions on contextual variables
that may influence issue-selling choices. Second, we drew
from the innovation-championing literature to suggest rel-
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evant individual-difference precursors (e.g., Howell and Hig-
gins, 1990). Third, we employed general thecries of behavior
proposed by Ajzen (1991} and Vroom (1964), as well as more
specific theories from research on another proactive discre-
tionary behavior, feedback seeking (e.qg., Ashford, 1986; Ash-
ford and Northeraft, 1992), to specify the mediational paths
by which these exogenous variables might influence willing-
ness to sell gender-equity issues. Qur primary criterion for
inclusion of a predictor was its relevance for influencing the
two mediators in our model.

Mediating Factors

For our model, we assume that two key assessments medi-
ate the effects of individual and situational factors on the
willingness to sell an issue. First, consistent with motiva-
tional theories that assume that effort exerted is related 1o
expectancy beliefs (Vroom, 1964), Dutton and Ashford (1993)
argued that the motivation to sell an issue is related to po-
tential issue sellers’ beliefs about whether their selling ef-
forts are likely to be successful. We assume that people ac-
tively assess the probability of 1ssue-selling success when
deciding whether to initiate issue selling. A focus on expec-
tancy beliefs parallels the upward-influence literature’s em-
phasis on motivation to influence higher-ups (Mowday, 1978)
and has been shown to be correlated with a willingness to
dissent in organizations (e.qg., Parker, 1993). These beliefs
capture, in part, the expected efficacy of action (Withey and
Cooper, 1989). Efficacy has been shown to be an important
motivator of this kind of behavior in whistle-blowing studies
(see Miceli and Near, 1992: 66, for a review)}. Ajzen (1991)
argued that such beliefs are a critical antecedent to any
planned behavior. Our logic is similar to these previous re-
searchers’: we assume that if issue sellers see major ob-
stacles 10 having top management pay attention to an issue,
they will estimate a low probability of issue-selling success
and should, correspondingly, be less willing to initiate issue
selling. Stated formally:

Hypothesis 1: People’s perceptions of the probability of selling suc-
cess are positively associated with their willingness to sell the gen-
der-equity issue.

While Dutton and Ashford (1993) emphasized the rational,
expectancy-driven assessment reflected in the discussion
above, a second, more emotion-laden assessment may also
play a role if people fear that others will form an undesirable
impression of them because of their actions. Two factors
may drive such negative impressions. First, an association
with an issue that is seen as inappropriate or destructive to
the organization or other organizational members can attach
a social stigma to an individual (Dutton and Ashford, 1993).
Second, because the act of selling reveals aspects of the
individual’s interpersonal and political savvy, if the seller fails
in a selling attempt, other organizational members may view
the issue seller as harmful to the organization (i.e., disloyal)
or as incompetent. In either case, the risk is that the seller’s
image, how he or she is seen by others (particularly, power-
ful others), will be diminished or viewed by others as less
positive. Dutton et al. (1997) found that managers were
quite articulate about fears associated with issue selling. For
example, one manager they interviewed as part of the data
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These quotes were taken from gualitative
data collected from a subsample of our
population at the same time that we col-
lected our quantitative survey data. We
asked this subsample what might happen
to thern if they were to sell gender-equity
issues in their organizations. We followed
that question with a spscific probe about
what might happen to their images
within their organizations. These data
were not used in our theorizing. We
present the quotes here to show the
richness and complexity of the phenom-
enon that we are trying to capture.

collection for their study commented: '"You know, as much
as we like to say that the fear element is melting into the
[horizon], going down into the west over here, there’s still
that fear element that, 'l will be perceived in such a way that
it will have repercussions either on my salary treatment or
how I'm perceived by my boss.” "’

it has long been recognized that actions have impression-
management consequences (Arkin, 1981, Ashford and Cum-
mings, 1983; Tetlock and Manstead, 1985; Morrison and
Bies, 1991). The issue is not simply whether various “‘audi-
ences’’ for the act approve or disapprove (Ajzen, 1991}, but
how the act changes the content of how one is seen by oth-
ers (e.g., as more or less virtuous or friendly). A positive
public image helps people achieve desirable social outcomes
such as approval, friendship, and power (e.g., Leary and
Kowalski, 1980) and maintain access to resources controlled
by others (Ashford and Tsui, 1991). A person’s image, how-
ever, is also subject to change and must be protected. Ac-
cordingly, people are unlikely to initiate behaviors that could
damage others’ impressions of them (e.g., Ashford and
Northcraft, 1992). Research suggests that a poor image re-
mains an important factor leading to the career derailment of
managerial women (Morrison, White, and Van Velsor, 1987),
and women managers may be particularly attuned to the
risks involved with image and to protecting their image
rather than enhancing it {Ibarra and Harrington, 1997).

For some, there may be danger and fear associated with
raising gender-equity issues in their organization. For ex-
ample, more than half of the 210 female MBA graduates
who responded to an open-ended survey as part of this re-
search alluded to dangers associated with selling this issue.?
When asked how selling gender-equity issues would affect
them, representative comments were: "'l think selling such
an issue does give you a certain reputation within the organi-
zation. Given the current mix of management, | don't think
this is the best reputation one could have. | think you would
be looked down on in the future’; "I would probably win the
whiner label, a particularly scariet letter for a female’’; and "I
think it would have a mixed effect on my image. Those man-
agers who agree would be supportive, while those who dis-
agree or who don't like to rock the boat would probably
brand me as aggressive, outspoken and a rebel.” As these
quotes illustrate, potential issue sellers can easily imagine a
range of image costs associated with raising this issue.
These perceived costs may dampen willingness to sell this
issue:

Hypothesis 2: People’s perceptions of image risk are negatively
associated with their willingness to sell gender-equity issues.

Not only does image risk directly influence decisions about
selling an issue, but people also take image risk into account
in their cognitive assessments of the probability of selling
success. This effect occurs when they justify their fears
about selling the issue by rationalizing that the probability of
success was already low. The stress and coping and cogni-
tive dissonance literatures, both of which suggest that ratio-
nalization and reduction of cognitive expectations are typical
distress responses, support this argument. For example, |-
feld’s {1980) coping dimension of rationalization-resignation
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ilfustrates that people often cope by rationalizing or intellec-
tualizing their stress. Cognitive dissonance theory also exam-
ines people’s use of defense mechanisms such as intellectu-
alization to make an event less emotional and more abstract
and thereby reduce dissonance (e.g., Glass, Canavan, and
Schiavo, 1968). Based on this research, we contend that
when people are fearful (perceive image risk), they cogni-
tively reassess their expectations for success. Rather than
admit their fear to themselves, they begin to believe that
they will be unsuccessful, which justifies their unwillingness
to sell the issue. By moving to a rational rather than an emo-
tional explanation, sellers reduce the distress associated
with figuring out how much to allow perceived image risk to
guide their behavior. These arguments suggest the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: People’s perceptions of image risk are negatively
associated with the perceived probability of success in selling.

Individual selling propensity. Research on innovation
champions and entrepreneurs suggests that certain types of
people may be predisposed to see a proactive activity like
issue selling as viable (Howell and Higgins, 1990). We de-
scribe such people as having a high selling propensity, or
dispositional qualities that make them more likely to sell an
issue. One dispositional guality that indexes selling propen-
sity is optimism, “‘the belief that good, as cpposed to bad
things will generally occur in one's life’” (Scheier and Carver,
1993: 26). Optimists tend to believe that successful out-
comes are more likely and that impediments to success can
be overcome (Scheier and Carver, 1985) and have a greater
sense of being able to perform the desired behavior
(Schwarzer, 1994). They take on more activities and are
more action-focused Iin coping with setbacks or adversity
(e.g., Scheier, Weintraub, and Carver, 1986). The persistence
associated with optimism has been shown to differentiate
innovation champions from non-champions {Howell and Hig-
gins, 1990). We believe that optimistic people will estimate a
higher probability of success in selling than will those who
lack this optimistic outlook.

Theory also suggests that optimists tend to underestimate
the risks inherent in various activities. This belief has pro-
moted studies of whether optimists are more likely to en-
gage in risky health behavior, for example, because they un-
derestimate the actual risks involved in getting AIDS
{(Fontaine, 1994) or having a drinking problem (\Weinstein,
1980). While the empirical results showing the effect of dis-
positional optimism on risk perceptions are not conclusive,
this logic would suggest that optimists would be likely to
underestimate the amount of image risk involved in selling
an issue, given their generalized tendency to assume that
everything will work out all right.

A second dispositional component of selling propensity is
the tendency to take risks. People with a higher risk-taking
tendency enjoy risk taking and tend to take more specific
risks than others (Kogan and Wallach, 1964)}. In contrast to
risk-averse people, who attend to and weigh negative out-
comes more heavily than positive outcomes {e.g., Schneider
and Lopes, 1986), people with a tendency toward risk taking
are thought to perceive risks to be lower {Brockhaus, 1980;
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Sitkin and Pable, 1992). In their study of innovation champi-
ons in 25 companies, Howell and Higgins {1990) found that
innovation champions and non-champions differed signifi-
cantly in their risk-taking propensity. Given this, we expect
that risk propensity would have a similar positive effect on
issue selling by elevating expectations of success and de-
creasing image risk assessments. These arguments suggest
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: People’s selling propensity (indexed by higher levels
of optimism and risk-taking propensity) is positively associated with
their perceived probability of success in selling an issue and nega-
tively associated with their perceived image risk.

Individual credibility. Attributes of sellers’ past histories
and current situations can also give them the credibility nec-
essary to be successful in their selling attempts. In contrast
to selling propensity, which describes a cluster of more
stable dispositional differences, sellers’ credibility is more
Hluid and context-dependent. Credibility is a form of social
achievement that a person earns in a particutar organizational
setting and may be an important antecedent to issue-selfling
success. Dutton and Ashford (1993) captured the importance
of credibility in their argument that sellers must always main-
tain the credibility necessary for the next selling attempt.
Graham (1986: 44) emphasized the importance of credibility
in her discussion of dissenters, arguing that it “is likely to
enhance both attention and vielding from organizational lis-
teners.” Studies of persuasion have shown that source cred-
ibility affects the believability of the seller’'s message (Hov-
land and Weiss, 1951; Petty and Cacioppo, 1988). If sellers
understand these effects, then those who believe they are
credible will be more likely to initiate selling activities be-
cause they perceive the probability of success as high and
the risk to their image as low.

We propose that sellers consider three credibility-related fac-
tors relevant for issue selling: their past record of issue-sell-
ing success, their general performance record, and the fit of
the issue sold with the seller's expertise or area of responsi-
bility. First, if sellers have been successful in the past, they
may be more likely to see their chances of success in the
future more positively and, therefore, will be more willing to
sell an issue. This positive assessment occurs as they gener-
alize from past experience of success in issue selling or
from their general performance track record to this specific
act and assume that their credibility as an issue seller and,
therefore, their perceived probability of selling success is
good.

Second, sellers may also assume that others will take their
general job success and past issue-selling success into ac-
count in interpreting a selling act. In developing an image of
another, observers often attend to a few salient cues and
then interpret subsequent information in a manner consis-
tent with those cues (Staw, 1975). Theory and evidence sug-
gest that other people actively use a person’s success or
reputation in drawing inferences about that person’s power
(e.g., Gioia and Sims, 1983) and in interpreting his or her be-
havior. Ashford and Northcraft {1992) found that the act of
seeking feedback was interpreted more positively for high
performers than for low performers. It has been suggested
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that this inferential process occurs either through priming
(e.g., one is primed to use categories similar to those used
in the past to organize perceptions of present behavior)
(Wyer and Srull, 1980) or through confirmatory hypothesis
testing {e.g., people seek out hypothesis-consistent and ig-
nore hypothesis-inconsistent informaticn) (Swann and Read,
1981). Thus, past success and a general performance record
may give the seller credibility that will reduce his or her
sense of image risk. Meyerson and Scully (1995} attributed
this effect to an idiosyncrasy credits argument {Hollander,
1958). To the extent that sellers take these credits into ac-
count, they may be more motivated to sell an issue. Any
mistakes or failures will be shaded more positively than they
would be for a low-performing seller.

A third aspect of credibility is the fit between the seller’s
functional area and the issue sold. If sellers are raising is-
sues that fall naturally within their area of responsibility, then
they can expect that others will grant them some credibility
and also should view their raising of the issue as legitimate.
As Dutton and Ashford (1993: 408} put it, managers may be
more willing to sell issues that fall within their functional do-
mains because "'in these efforts issue sellers may see them-
selves as more expert and trustworthy {i.e., more credible).
With greater credibility, middie managers may see issue sell-
ing as less risky to their images and more likely 10 secure
top management’s attention.”” Given that gender-equity is-
sues often fall under the purview of human resources de-
partments in many organizations, we expect that managers
in this function would feel relatively more credible selling
this issue than would managers in other functions. These
arguments suggest the following, more general hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: People’'s perceptions of themselves as more cred-
ible {indexed by their perceptions of past selling success, perfor-
mance, and the fit between the issue raised and their functional
expertise) are positively associated with their perceived probability
of successfully selling an issue and negatively associated with their
perceived image risk.

Context favorability. Potential issue sellers’ perceptions of
the organizaticnal context in which they operate are also
central to selling choices. We believe that people read the
context for clues about how the act of issue selling may be
received (e.g., Dutton et al., 1997). When an organizational
context is favorable for issue selling, few negative outcomes
(and perhaps some positive outcomes) are associated with
trying to call upper management's attention tc an issue. Is-
sue sellers believe that issues will be treated seriously and
fairly. In unfavorable organizational contexts, this sense of
enccuragement and safety is absent.

Previous research supports our inctusion of four different
variables to characterize the context favorability of an organi-
zation. First, favorable organizational contexts are ones in
which there is a high degree of perceived organizational sup-
port (Eisenberger et al., 1986: 501), which is defined as "in-
dividuals” beliefs about the extent to which the corganization
values employees’ contributions and cares about their well
being.” Empirical studies have shown that the presence of
perceived organizational suppert is associated with more
prosocial behavior, stronger affective attachment to the orga-
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nization, greater performance-reward expectancies (Eisen-
berger, Fasolo, and Davis-LaMastro, 1980}, and lower inten-
tions to quit (Wayne, Shore, and Liden, 1997). Supportive
and empowering environments are also thought to encour-
age corporate entrepreneurs, or ““change masters’ (Kanter,
1983), and to promote a stronger sense of empowerment
among middle managers (Spreitzer, 1996). We expect that
people will use their perceptions that the organization cares,
values contributions, and is generally supportive as cues
leading them to infer that the context will support their initia-
tives about issues that concern them. This inference should
elevate estimates about the potential for issue-selling suc-
cess. Near and Miceli's (1986) whistle-blowing research sug-
gested that an absence of organizational support was corre-
lated with greater expectations of organizational retaliation.
When perceived organizational support is greater, theretore,
managers may believe their issue-selling attempts will be
construed positively and that there is less possible risk to
their image arising from retaliatory behavior. These argu-
ments suggest that perceived organizational support should
influence both of our mediator variables.

Second, research on issue selling and upward influence sug-
gests that favorable organizational contexts also have top
managers who are open to ideas from below (Schilit and
Locke, 1982; Dutton and Ashford, 1993). Employees below
the top-management ranks routinely monitor and read the
attitudes and behaviors of top managers to predict how they
are likely to respond to internal or external initiatives (Turner,
1980). When sellers perceive that top management is open
to new ideas, they may see fewer barriers to getting top
management to attend to their issue, contributing to a gen-
eral sense of context favorability. This variable has been im-
portant in studies of principled organizational dissent (Gra-
ham, 1986), change and innovation championing (O'Reilly,
1989), and issue selling (Dutton et al., 1987). These findings
prompted the inclusion of this perception as an important
contributor to context favorability. Top-management open-
ness leads potential issue sellers to see a higher probability
of issue-selling success. Openness may also lead sellers to
believe that their behavior will be interpreted more fairly.
Thus, in contexts in which management is perceived to be
open to new ideas, we expect perceptions of image risk to
be lower.

A third aspect of context favorability for issue selling is one
in which such behaviors are seen as legitimate and normal.
Norms for any behavior “'specify the amount or quality of
behavior expected of the actor by relevant others™ (Jackson,
1965: 302}. Both organizational culture researchers and inno-
vation researchers argue that norms supporting risk taking or
speaking out can encourage innovation and creative behav-
iors le.g., Kanter, 1983; O’Reilly, 1989). When such norms
exist and expectations are clear, they provide guidelines for
people about the appropriateness of an activity. The pres-
ence of norms promoting issue selling should reduce per-
ceived image risk. If selling is known to be "“okay,” then sell-
ers should be less concerned about image risk {Ashford and
Northeraft, 1992). Also, where norms for issue selling exist,
people have clearer guidelines abcut when and how to seil.
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Thus, norms should also increase probability estimates for
successfully selling the issue.

A final aspect of a favorable issue-selling context is the qual-
ity of the relationship between a potential issue seller and
critical decision makers in the organization (Schilit and Locke,
1982). When the relaticnship is warm, trusting, friendly, and
open, people know upper managers as '‘particular others
and not just generalized actors playing broadly defined roles™
{(Heimer, 1992: 143). This type of connection contributes to a
sense of safety in communication and a desire to communi-
cate genuinely and authentically. Schilit and Locke (1982)
found that in smaller organizations, successful upward-infiu-
ence attempts correlated with a favorable relationship with a
supervisor. The existence of trusting relationships promotes
issue selling in two ways. First, trusting relationships create
a sense of psychological safety that, in turn, reduces per-
ceived image risk. Dutton et al. {(1997) found that potential
sellers viewed a poor relationship with a target as elevating
image risk. Second, when trusting and warm relationships
exist, potential sellers may believe that attempts to sell an
issue will receive serious consideration from a target. The
reciprocity expectations that typically accompany a good rela-
tionship may strengthen potential sellers” hopes that selling
attempts will be treated seriously and fairly. Thus, we be-
lieve that a higher quality relationship with critical decision
makers increases sellers’ expectations of selling success
and lowers estimates of image risk. Given all of the above
arguments, in a favorable context, there are fewer perceived
barriers to issue selling. Rather, people feel a sense of possi-
bility and support. The factors creating these feelings are
captured in the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: The favorability of the organizational context (in-
dexed by greater perceived organizational support, more openness
of top management, a higher quality seller-target relationship, and
the existence of norms favoring issue selling) is positively associ-
ated with people’s perceived probability of successfully selling an
issue and negatively associated with their perceived image risk.

Figure 1 summarizes our modet of willingness to sell gender-
equity issues. On the far left are the individual and situ-
ational precursors; the perceived probability of successfully
selling the issue and the image risk are the mediators. On
the far right is the dependent variable, willingness to sell the
gender-equity issue. This is the model we tested on a
sample of female middle managers from a diverse set of
organizations.

METHODS
Sample and Procedures

Our target population consisted of all female graduates
throughout the history of a Midwestern business school. We
divided this population randomly into two groups; 80 percent
of the population received the guantitative survey described
below, while 20 percent received an open-ended survey. We
only reference these qualitative data briefly in this paper. We
maited 4,098 quantitative surveys to this population. Respon-
dents received the survey directly from the business school,
along with two cover letters, ocne from the authors and one
from the school's dean explaining the nature and importance
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of willingness to sell gender-equity issues.*
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“Not shown are the effects of three control variables, identification with women, importance of the issue, and
extent of issue, which are predicted to affect the mediator variables and willingness to sell the issue.

of the study. Surveys were returned anonymously and confi-
dentiality was assured. We gave respondents the opportu-
nity to send in their business card (whether they chose to
participate or not), to be included in a drawing for a small
prize {a university sweatshirt). We asked respondents who
were not working to notify us so that we could differentiate
them from those who were uninterested in replying. We
used these returned notices to exclude 786 women from
the eligible population, because they were either not cur-
rently employed outside the home (retired or raising children
full-time) or not employed in hierarchical settings (if they ran
their own business or worked in a small group without hier-
archical layers). Thus, the eligible population for the study
was 3,312 (4,098 — 786). Of these, 1,019 graduates returned
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surveys, for a response rate of 31 percent. The sample com-
prised a mixture of masters of business administration
(MBA) and bachelors of business administration graduates of
the business school.

The sample comprised female managers working in the fol-
lowing industries: 19 percent in financial services; 12 percent
in education, government, and nonprofits; 11 percent in high
technology; 10 percent in consumer products; 10 percent in
transportation; 9 percent in health care; 8 percent in manu-
facturing; 6 percent in consulting; 2 percent in communica-
tions; 2 percent in travel and entertainment; and 11 percent
in other industries. Of the respondents, 80 percent were
white. Their average full-time work experience was 11.32
years (S.D. = 6.66), and their average supervisory experience
was 5.39 years (S5.D. = 5.50). They had worked an average
of 4.21 years in their current organization (S.D. = 4.69) and
an average of 3.28 years in their current position

(S.D. = 3.28). The majority {64 percent} was staff. They
worked in various functions, such as marketing (21 percent),
finance (18 percent), accounting {12 percent}, and human
resources (8.6 percent).

We structured the survey to measure the dispositional and
context variabies first. Then we described the gender-equity
issue and asked respondents to use this definition in their
subseqguent responses. The gender-equity issue described
was based on a case presented in the Harvard Business Re-
view (Reardon, 1993). Specifically, we described the issue as
follows. First, sometimes women experience an eroding
sense of worth and place due to the atmosphere of the or-
ganization. Examples of this might include: at meetings,
women are interrupted, talked over, their ideas aren’t heard,
side conversations occur during their presentations, their ex-
planations and other persuasion attempts fall on deaf ears.
Second, sometimes women tend to feel unwelcome or un-
important due to events or incidents that on their own would
be small things, but together and in repetition are quite pow-
erful. Examples might include: retreats with ““men only"
bars, informal meetings-before-the-meeting, and postmor-
tems after the meeting from which women are excluded,
men making a big deal of the few occasions where they play
“"Mr. Mom.” Third, sometimes women feel that their ability
to get ahead within the organization is limited. Examples
might include: women seeing that there are no women in
the senior ranks of the organization and that women ap-
proaching the senior ranks seem to opt to leave the organi-
zation. While our portrayal may not be the way that every
respondent would have described the issue on her own, it
was important that the respondents react to the same issue
description. We included several components to tap the do-
main of the issue broadly so that the issue would seem rel-
evant to a broader spectrum of our sample. By asking re-
spondents to respond to “‘the gender-equity issue,”” we
were implicitly asking them to form an aggregate interpreta-
tion across these components.

We pretested several measures using three samples. First, a
group of 56 MBA students responded to the issue described
above and answered guestions about how they would sell

this issue, thinking back to their previous work organizations.
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Second, a sample of 100 female alumnae from the same
Midwestern business school completed an earlier version of
the survey and were therefore excluded from the survey
mailing for the current study. Third, an additional group of 39
MBA students responded to the same issue description and
answered questions (different from those answered by the
first group) about how they would sell this issue. We used
the data from these pretests to revise scales by altering
item wording or adding items.

Measures

Issue-selling propensity. Two variables, optimism and risk-
taking propensity, indexed a respondent’s selling propensity.
Optimism was measured on a 7-point Likert scale with the
12-item Life Orientation Test (LOT) developed and evaluated
by Scheier and Carver (13985). Previous research has used
this scale extensively. Sample items include: “'In uncertain
times | usually expect the best’” and “I'm a believer that ‘ev-
ery cloud has a silver lining".”” We measured risk-taking pro-
pensity with a scale based on the work of Slovic {1972} and
adapted by Gupta and Govindarajan {1984} that consists of
four items using a 7-point Likert response format. Sample
items include: ‘I am not willing toc take risks when choosing
a job or a company to work for” and *’| prefer a low risk/high
security job with a steady salary over a job that offers high
risks and high rewards.”” The coefficient alpha for this scale
in past research has been high (e.g., .91, Gomez-Mejia and
Balkin, 1989).

Credibility. A seller’s credibility was indexed by three vari-
ables intended to capture sellers’ perceptions of their cred-
ibility in the eyes of others: past selling success, perceived
performance reputation, and the fit between the seller’'s
functional area and the gender-eqguity issue (function-issue
fit). Three items developed for this study asked respondents
to report on the extent of their past success in selling is-
sues, defined as success in getting the critical decision mak-
ers for an issue to give it their time and attention. We asked
respondents to consider this definition and then respond to
three questions using a 7-point Likert scale. The three state-
ments were: | have been successful in the past at selling
issues in this organization”; | have a positive track record
for selling issues’; and "I am known as a successful issue
seller.”” We measured perceived performance reputation
with a new b-item scale using a 7-point Likert scale. The
construct of interest was not respondents’ actual perfor-
mance level but, rather, how they thought their performance
was perceived by others. Sample items include: | am
viewed as an exceptional performer in this organization’ and
"I have a reputation in this organization for doing my work
very well.” We assessed the fit between the seller’s func-
tion and the issue by comparing managers positioned in hu-
man resource functions with managers in all other functional
areas. We used a single-item dummy variable coded 1 for all
managers who indicated that they worked in human re-
sources, personnel, training, or administration and C for all
other managers.

Context favorability. We measured perceived organizational
support, top-management openness, quality of seller-target
relationship, and norms favoring issue selling as indicators of

36/ASQ, March 1998

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Selling Issues

context favorability. Perceived organizational support was
measured with the 17-item form of the Index of Perceived
Organizational Support {IPOS) developed by Eisenberger et
al. {1986), using a 7-point Likert response format. This scale
has been shown to have adequate reliability and validity in
previous research (cf. Shore and Tetrick, 1991). We mea-
sured top management openness with a scale drawn from
House and Rizzo's (1972) Organizational Practices Question-
naire that was originally called top-management receptive-
ness and which they found reliable. These six items used a
7-point “very true’’ to “very untrue’’ response format.
Sample items include: “‘good ideas get serious consideration
from management above them" and “‘when suggestions are
made to management above them, they receive fair evalua-
tion.” Six items developed for this study measured the rela-
tionship quality between the respondent and the group to
whom she would have to sell this issue. Respondents used
a 7-point Likert-type scale to rate the relationship along sev-
eral dimensions: ‘distant” (reverse coded), “cordial,"”’
“friendly,”” “‘open,”’ ""trusting,”” and "‘close.”” Response alter-
natives were anchored by 1 ("'not at all descriptive of our
relationship on average’’) and 7 {'very descriptive of our rela-
tionship on average’). We assessed norms favoring issue
selling on a three-item scale developed in cur pretests with
the student sample (N = 39). These items asked respon-
dents to assess the norms in their organization on a 7-point
Likert scale. Sample items include "'in my work organization,
controversial iIssues are kept under the table” and “people in
my work organization are typically willing to raise issues im-
portant to them.”" The pretest coefficient alpha for this scale
was .77/.

Probability of selling success. We measured this variable
with three items pretested on samples of alumnae and cur-
rent MBA students (N = 195) using a 7-point Likert scale.
The items were: ‘| am confident that | could sell this issue
successfully in my work organization’”; "'l believe that | could
get the critical decision makers in my work organization to
buy this issue’’; and "'| am confident that | could get the criti-
cal decision makers in my work organization to pay attention
to this issue.”” This scale showed adequate reliability in pre-
testing and in this sample (@ = .81). We had considered us-
ing a measure that would follow Lee and Bobko's (1994}
prescriptions for measuring self-efficacy by assessing re-
spondents’ agreement that they could get various levels of
attention for this issue within their current work organization
and then summing these items. This method was not fea-
sible for measuring efficacy about issue selling, however,
because this behavior and its attendant outcomes do not
neatly fall into levels, unlike many of the studies cited by
Lee and Bobko (1994).

Image risk. We measured this variable cn a 7-point Likert
scale with six questions asking for respondents’ perceptions
about how their images would be affected if they were to
sell this issue. These items were based on Ashford’s (1986)
scale measuring the risk In seeking feedback in organiza-
tions, but, in addition, items in this scale asked respondents
about potential gains as well as harm to their image. Sample
items include: “If | were to sell this issue, others in the orga-
nization would think worse of me” and “If | were to sell this
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issue, my image in the organization would be enhanced””
{reverse scored).

Willingness to sell. Three items measured our dependent
variable, respondents’ willingness to sell gender-equity is-
sues. These items, developed from our pretest samples,
asked respondents about the amount of time, energy, and
effort that they would be willing to devote to selling this is-
sue In their current organizations. The response format
ranges from 1 ('none at all’’) to 7 (""a great deal of [effort,
time, or energyl”’). This scale showed adequate reliability in
the pretest (e = .77) and was factorially independent of the
items measuring probability of selling success described
above.

Control variables. We measured three control variables.
Given our interest in the dispositional and contextual influ-
ences on issue selling, our goal was to control for the moti-
vation to sell that might stem from the issue itself. Social
identification with women was measured using six items
developed by Harquail {1996}, drawing from Gurin and
Markus (1989). This scale employs a 5-point response for-
mat, with responses ranging from "“not at all’”” to "a great
deal.” Sample items include: “"How much do the successes
of women as a group feel like your successes?’’ and "“"How
connected do you feel to women as a group?’’ A second
control variable, extent of the issue, indexed the extent to
which gender-equity issues, as we described them, existed
within the respondent’s organization. Though we used an
all-female sample, we didn’t assume that all women would
experience gender-equity concerns in their settings. Rather,
we assumed that while women waould experience this issue
more frequently than would men, they would also vary in
the degree to which they experienced the issue in their or-
ganizational settings. We included this variable because our
findings may differ in settings in which the issue is exten-
sive versus nearly nonexistent. Extent of the issue was mea-
sured with the question, “To what extent is the issue de-
scribed [the gender-equity issue as presented above] an
issue in your work organization?’” Responses were assessed
on a scale from 1 ("to no extent”’) through 4 ("tc some ex-
tent’’) to 7 ("'to a great extent'’). The final control variable
was the perceived issue importance, measured with three
items employing a 7-point Likert-type response format.
Sample items include: "How concerned are you personally
about this issue?’”” and “"How much does this issue matter to
you personally?’’

We expected that our control variables would relate to will-
ingness to sell gender-equity issues and, in some cases, to
our mediators. Because Harquail (1996) found that social
identification with women had a significant effect on wom-
en’s advocacy on behalf of women, we expected this vari-
able to influence respondents’ willingness to sell gender-
equity issues directly. We expected that the perceived
extent of the issue would influence respondents’ percep-
tions of both their probability of selling success and image
risk. If the issue exists to a great extent in an organization,
pecple might feel that they cannot effect change no matter
what they try, which would lower their perceived probability
of selling success. They also might feel greater image risk
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because there is more at stake—more people are potentially
invested in the status quo and might think poorly of some-
one who challenged it. The extent of the issue in the organi-
zation also provides a motivation for an individuat to sell an
issue: if people do not think that this issue exists in their or-
ganization, they have little incentive to raise it. We controlled
for the extent of the issue to determine what other factors
encouraged and inhibited people from raising this issue be-
yond the extent to which it was an issue in their particular
organization. We expected that the perceived importance of
this issue would also affect women's willingness to sell be-
cause issues that aren’t seen as important shouldn’t gener-
ate much selling energy. Importance is different from the
extent of the issue: the |atter refers to how much of an is-
sue the gender-eguity issue was in the respondent’s organi-
zation and the former to how much the respondent cared
about it.

Both the perceived importance of the gender-equity issue
and identification with women should increase the perceived
value cf raising gender-equity issues and, therefore, the sell-
ers’ willingness to go to bat for them. We alsc related these
contrels to the mediators by specifying paths from them to
each mediator, to address a methodological concern, rather
than to depict a theoretically hypothesized relationship. Be-
cause of the way the controls were modeled (as endog-
enous variables that are predictors of willingness), unless we
specified paths between the controls and the mediators, we
would not take into account the correlations between those
mediators and the controls. By relating the controls to the
mediators, we accounted for the shared variance between
the mediators and the controls in predicting willingness to
sell. In the case of issue extent, we also expected relation-
ships with the mediators for theoretical reasons.

Analysis

We used LISREL 8 to analyze the saturated measurement
model, the structural model corresponding to the full set of
hypotheses, and a series of nested structural models testing
individual hypotheses. For scales with more than five items,
we created multiple observed indicators for the latent con-
structs by using composite variables created from pairs or
triplets of items, as suggested by Bagozzi and Heatherton
(1994}. Thus, we created three composites as indicators of
optimism, perceived organizational support, top management
openness, relationship quality, and image risk. For scales
with five or fewer items, we used the individual items as
indicators of the latent construct. This was done for risk-tak-
ing propensity, past selling success, perceived performance
reputation, norms favoring issue selling, perceived probability
of selling success, and willingness to sell gender-equity is-
sues.

We assessed model fit using several statistics. First, we
used the chi-square test that assesses the goodness of fit
between the reproduced and observed correlation matrices.
Because the chi-square test statistic is widely known to be
highly sensitive to sample size, such that models that fit the
data reasonably well are often rejected due to the moderate
to large size of the sampie in which the test is conducted
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(Bentler and Bonett, 1980}, we also used three other good-
ness of fit criteria that are not sensitive to sample size
(Bentler, 1980). These were the non-normed fit index (NNF!;
Bentler and Bonett, 1980}, the incremental fit index (IFl; Bol-
len, 1989), and the comparative fit index (CFl; Bentler, 1990}.
These indices represent the relative improvement in fit of
the hypothesized model over the null model, in which all ob-
served variables are specified as uncorrelated. These indices
have expected values of 1.00 when the hypothesized model
is true in the population. Although standards for such indices
are difficult to establish (Marsh, Balla, and McDonald, 1988),
a value of .90 or higher has been suggested as indicating
adequate fit (Bentler and Bonett, 1980). Finally, we also used
the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA,;
Steiger, 1990), which is an estimate of the discrepancy be-
tween the original and reproduced covariance matrices in the
population. Cudeck and Browne (1983) suggested that an
RMSEA of .0b represents a close fit and that RMSEAs of
less than .08 represent a reasonable fit.

While the structural model test assessed all our hypotheses
simultaneously, we also performed several chi-square differ-
ence tests of our hypotheses. For instance, to test hypoth-
esis 4, relating selling propensity to the perceived probability
of selling success and to image risk, we estimated a con-
strained model with those paths set to zero, rather than esti-
mating them, and compared its chi-square to the chi-sguare
from the structural model to see if the model fit of the con-
strained model was significantly worse. This constrained-
model test indicated whether we included paths that were
not significant.

We then examined several relaxed models to verify that we
had not excluded any paths from our model that could im-
prove its fit. For example, we estimated three relaxed mod-
els that added paths from the independent variables (selling
propensity, credibility, and context favorability} directly to the
dependent variable (willingness to sell the issue). If the chi-
square difference indicated a significantly better fit and if
these paths were significant, we would not be able to claim
that the effects of the independent variables were all chan-
neled through the mediators. If the chi-square difference
showed that there was no improvement and if these paths
were not significant, we would gain added support for our
mediation hypotheses. For all structural models, we esti-
mated paths between the control variables and both the me-
diators and dependent variables to capture respondents’ mo-
tivation and assessments that might stem from the issue
itself.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents scale characteristics, intercorrelations, and
reliabilities. As described above, we used single items or
item subscales as indicators of our latent variables in the
LISREL analyses.

Assessment of the Measurement Model

The saturated measurement model represents a confirma-
tory factor analysis of ali scales used in the study, including
the relationships between items and their factors, the first-
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Scales Used in Analyses*

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Optimism 5.28 0.68 (.81)

2. Risk-taking propensity 5.11 1.04 30 (.73)

3. Past selling success 4.86 1.17 25 29 (.92)

4. Perceived performance reputation 545 0.86 .26 A7 .46 {.92)

5. Function-issue fit {1 = HR, 0 = other) 0.09 0.28 00 .00 .03 .00 ()

6. Perceived organizational support 4.86 1.01 23 Q7 40 .28 .03 (.94)

7. Top management openness 522 1.19 18 .09 45 .26 .01 71 (.92)

8. Norms favoring issue selling 4.46 1.32 A3 07 .34 15 01 51 .53

9. Relationship guality 4.37 1.34 19 A1 .36 .28 —.01 58 .53
10. Social identification with women 3.07 Q.74 .09 02 -.02 -.02 .04 —.03 -.06
11. Issue importance 5.18 1.35 -.01 .08 -.12 -.06 .03 -.19 -7
12. Extent of the issue 414 1.71 -.08 04 -.15 -1 05 -.34 -3
13. Probability of seiling success 357 1.45 16 10 .29 A7 08 49 44
14. Image risk 419 1.13 -12 -02 -.15 -1 -.05 -.36 -.29
15. Willingness to sell the issue 3.33 1.47 10 12 .08 .05 1 .08 .06

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

8. Norms favoring issue selling (.87)

9. Relationship quality .36 (.87)
10. Social identification with women -.03 -.04 (.84}
11. Issue importance -.14 -.18 A9 (.89}
12. Extent of the issue ~.27 -.32 .18 46 (=}
13. Probability of selling success 34 49 .0b -.09 -.30 (.92)
14. Image risk —.28 -.34 -.08 .06 27 —.61 (.91
15. Willingness to sell the issue 07 11 .35 44 .20 .37 -.36 {97}

* Correlations >.06 are significant at p < .05. Entries in parentheses are coefficient alphas. N = 952.

and second-crder factors, and the correlations among the
factors. Despite a significant chi-square [x? (823) = 1570.82,
p = .000], which is to be expected with a sample as large as
ours (Bentler and Bonett, 1980}, the measurement model fit
well according to other fit statistics {CFl = .97, IFl = .97,
NNFI = .97) and according to the small size of the residuals
(RMSEA = .032, SRMR = .036).

Our measurement model also generally confirmed our sense
that there were clusters of dispositional variables, contextual
variables, and credibility variables. The first-order factors rep-
resenting optimism and risk-taking prapensity were both sig-
nificantly related to a second-order factor we called selling
propensity (y = .62 and v = .60, respectively}. Four first-order
factors were significantly associated with a second-order fac-
tor we called context favorability (v = .89 for perceived orga-
nizational support, v = .58 for norms favoring issue selling,

v = .85 for openness of top management, and v = .68 for
relationship guality}. Finally, the first-order factors represent-
ing past selling success and perceived performance reputa-
tion were significantly associated with a second-order factor
representing credibility {y = .82 and vy = .58, respectively),
but the first-order factor representing function-issue fit was
not significantly associated with this credibility factor

(v = .03).

We also assessed discriminant validity in the measurement
model by testing a model in which all the endogenous vari-
ables loaded together on one factor. If the chi-square in-
creased significantly when compared with the measurement
model, this would indicate that the model fit better when
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these factors were modeled distinctly. The model with all
endogenous items loading on one factor fit poorly [x?
(850) = 6218.41, p=.000, CFl = .81, IFI = .87, NNFI = .79].
The chi-square increased by a significant amount [Ax?

(20) = 46842 .50, p = .000], providing more evidence for the
discriminant validity of the endogenous factors.

Assessment of the Structural Model

As with the measurement model, while the chi-square for
the structural model was significant [x? (832) = 1579.83,

p = .000], the other statistics indicated that the model fit the
data well (CFl = .97, IFI = .97, NNFI = .97), as did the small
residuals (RMSEA = .031, SRMR = .037). To assess the
structural model, we first compared the saturated measure-
ment model with the theoretical structural model to deter-
mine whether reducing the number of parameters estimated
to only our hypothesized paths resulted in poorer fit. These
chi-square difference test results indicated that the theoreti-
cal model was not significantly different from the measure-
ment model [Ax? (9) = 9.01, p = .4386], signifying that our
more parsimonious structural moedel had just as good a fit as
the saturated measurement model.

The standardized path coefficients for our theoretical struc-
tural model, presented in figure 2, provided mixed support
for our hypotheses. Our first three hypotheses were sup-
ported. The perceived probability of selling success was sig-
nificantly and positively related to willingness to sell the is-
sue (b = .35, p < .001), image risk was negatively associated
with willingness to sell the issue (b= -.20, p < .001). Per-
ceived image risk also significantly decreased the probability
of selling success in the seller’'s mind (b= —.46, p < .001).
Thus, people’s perceptions of image risk influenced their
willingness to sell both directly and indirectly (through the
influence of image risk on the probability of selling success).

In contrast, hypothesis 4 was not supported. While optimism
and risk-taking propensity were associated with a second-
order factor of selling propensity, the path coefficients for
optimism and risk-taking propensity on probability of selling
success {b= .01, b= .04) and on image risk (b=-.04, b
=.01) were not significantly different from zero. Hypothesis 5
was only partially supported. For two aspects of credibility,
past selling success and perceived performance reputation,
the path coefficients to perceived probability of selling suc-
cess (b= .04, b= —-.03) and to image risk (b = .05, b= .01)
were not significantly different from zero. But function-issue
fit, operationalized as the comparison of human rescurces
managers versus all other managers, was positively associ-
ated with perceived probability of selling success (b = .06,

p < .0b) and negatively associated with image risk (b = -.08,
p < .08). As shown above, however, function-issue fit was
not significantly related to the two other aspects of credibil-
ity.

Finally, hypothesis 6 was largely supported. In figure 2, sig-
nificant paths linked perceived organizational support to both
the perceived probability of selling success (b= .13, p < .01)
and image risk (b = —.15, p < .05). Relationship quality was
also significantly related to both perceived probability of seli-
ing success (b= .23, p < .001) and image risk (b= —-.18,
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Figure 2. LISREL results of struc-
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gender-equity issues.* 64 Chi square = 1579.83
df = 832

RSMEA = .031

CFl = 97

NNFI = .97
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"Only statistically significant paths are shown. Not shown are the effects of three control variables:
identification with women, importance of the issue, and extent of issue. Positively related to willingness are:
identification {b = .12, p < .01), issue importance (b = .21, p < .001), and extent (b = .23, p < .001). Extent is
also negatively related to probability of success (b = —.07, p < .05) and positively related to image risk (b = .23,
p < .001).
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p < .001). Finally, norms favorable to issue selling were sig-
nificantly negatively related to image risk (b= -.11, p < .01)
but not to perceived probability of selling success (b = .00).
The paths from top-management openness to the mediators,
probability of selling success and image risk, were not sig-
nificantly different from zero (b = .07, b= —.01, respectively).
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The results for the control variables were as follows. First,
social identification with women was positively and signifi-
cantly related to willingness to sell the issue (b= .12,

e < .01) but was not significantly retated to either of the two
mediators. Second, the extent to which respondents saw
the gender-equity issue as an issue in their organizations
was positively related to willingness to sell the issue

(b= .21, p< .001). Extent of the issue was also negatively
related to perceived probability of selling success (b = —.07,
p < .05} and positively related to image risk {b = .23,

p < .001). Third, the importance of the issue to people was
positively related to their willingness to sell it (b = .35,

p < .001} but was not related to either mediator.

Finally, figure 2 alsc presents the error terms ({s) for the
structural eqguations. In standardized form, these error coeffi-
cients for the equations represent the proporticn of variance
not accounted for by the structural model. We explain more
of the variance in probability of selling success (55 percent)
and in willingness to sell the issue {45 percent) than we do
In image risk (24 percent).

We also compared the structural model with a number of
other models to determine if it was sufficiently parsimonious
and comprehensive. Table 2 reports the results from these
nested-models analyses.

For each constrained model, a set of paths was fixed to zero
to allow us to see if we had included paths that weren’t nec-
essary. If fit worsened significantly, this would indicate that
the paths dropped from the mcdel as a set were important
predictors (as we had hypothesized). In three of the con-
strained models, fit was significantly worse, indicating that
the excluded paths should have been included in the modsl
and providing additional support for hypotheses 1, 2, and 3.
These three models excluded the paths from perceived
probability of selling success to willingness to sell (MB), the
paths from image risk to both perceived probability of selling
success and willingness to sell (M7), and the paths from the
control variables to the mediators and to willingness to sell
(M2). Hypotheses 5 and 6 received additional support, since
when the credibility paths (M4) and the context favorability

Table 2

Results from Nested Model Tests of Hypotheses

Model x? d.f. Ax? Ad.f. P

MO Measurement model 1570.82 823 — - -

M1 Structural model 1579.83 832 9.01 9 436

M2 Drop contro! paths 1963.08 841 383.25 9 .000

M3 Drop selling propensity paths 1682.86 836 3.03 4 553

M4 Drop credibility paths 1595.38 838 15.55 6 016

M5 Drop context favorability paths 1791.22 840 211.39 8 .000

M6 Drop probabitity of success to willingness 1659.49 833 79.66 1 .000
to sell path

M7 Drop image risk paths to probability of 1820.68 834 24G.85 2 .000
success and willingness to sell

M8 Add selling propensity paths to willingness 1676.91 830 3.92 2 141
to sell

Mg Add credibility paths to willingness to sell 1577.60 829 2.23 3 526

M10 Add context favorability paths to willingness 1577.88 828 1.95 4 745
to sell
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paths were dropped (M5), the chi-square statistic increased
significantly. In contrast, these tests confirmed that hypoth-
esis 4 was not consistent with our data. In the constrained
model (M3), fit was not significantly decreased when the
sets of paths were dropped, indicating that the paths from
selling propensity to the mediators did not contribute signifi-
cantly to the fit of the model.

We also relaxed some of the assumptions of our theoretical
model to test for partial mediation. In three relaxed models
(M8, M9, and M10), we added direct paths from the selling
propensity factors, the credibility factors, and the context
tfavorability factors, respectively, to willingness to sell. Test-
ing these models allowed us to see if we had excluded
paths that should have been included. None of these relaxed
models significantly improved the fit of the model. These
tests bolster our mediation findings. They show that none of
the direct paths from the independent variables to willing-
ness to sell were significant. In particular, the effects of per-
ceived organizational support, relationship quality, norms,
and the seller's function-issue fit on perceived willingness to
sell the issue are fully mediated by image risk and the per-
ceived probability of selling success.

DISCUSSION

We began with a simple plot line: that female managers will
feel tensions surrounding the choice to bring gender-equity
issues to the attention of managers above them. These ten-
sions arise because of their perceptions that gender-equity
issues are important, coupled with concerns about the reac-
tions elicited by raising these issues. We then articulated the
type of person (with a particular disposition and track record
and located in a particular function) and context that might
tip the balance in favor of selling gender-equity issues.

Our measurement mode! confirms the existence of two indi-
vidual (selling propensity and credibility) and one contextual
second-order factor that together organize our independent
variables. The most striking finding about these second-order
factors is that context favorability was critical in influencing
decisions about selling gender-equity issues. Women who
perceive their organizations to be supportive and who have a
close relationship with critical decision makers perceive less
image risk and are more likely to believe that they can sell
the issue. Perceptions that favorable norms for issue selling
exist also reduce image-risk perceptions. Sellers who per-
ceive these conditions may feel a sense of safety, few
threats, and greater comfort in raising this potentially divisive
issue. The findings for perceived organizational support sug-
gest that in addition to a supportive climate’s role in prompt-
ing commitment, prosocial behavior (Eisenberger et al.,
1990), innovation, and participation (O'Reilly, 1989), this
same supportive climate also may prompt the airing of con-
troversial and potentially divisive issues.

Female managers who have high-quality relationships with
the critical decision makers may also have more opportuni-
ties to gain access and sell their issues in informal ways.
Qur findings that relationship guality is more strongly related
to probability of selling success than to image risk supports
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this interpretation. In contrast to much network research that
examines the effects of the existence or strength of relation-
ships (Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 1992), our findings suggest
that the perceived quality of the relationship is pivotal in
prompting or discouraging the seliing of gender-equity is-
sues. Future research could consider both the existence of
relational ties as well as their nature or quality to understand
how such ties will affect issue selling and other behaviors.

The findings on perceived organizational support and relation-
ship quality suggest that people do consider these salient
contextual factors in their efforts to read the situation. They
reinforce Ghoshal and Bartlett's (1994) argument that trust
and supportiveness are crucial for proveoking what they la-
beled distributed initiative among people and for increasing
overall organizational learning. They also reinforce Weick and
Ashford’s (1998} notion that the way to increase organiza-
tional learning is to focus on the barriers to its component
activities, in this case, issue selling. The value of creating a
supportive context lies in part in the issue-selling behavior
that it promotes.

The other two indicators of context favorability included in
our model (openness of top management and norms favor-
ing issue selling) do not have consistent effects. Despite
Dutton and Ashford’s (1993) argument that signals sent by
top management expressing openness to ideas from below
would be important to issue selling and O'Reilly’'s {1989)
finding relating openness to innovation, this variable is not a
significant predicter of either of our mediators or of willing-
ness directly. This pattern may derive from the relative sa-
lience of the variables. Pierce, Dunham, and Curmmings
(1984) argued that people are influenced tc a greater degree
by more salient and proximate stimuli (e.g., one’s immediate
work space, those with whom one interacts on a project)
than they are by more distal stimuli (e.g., organizational
structure, top managers at other locations). The quality of
the relationship that one has with the critical decision mak-
ers for an issue may be more salient than whether or not
the top management team is open. Thus, while the open-
ness of the top management team is clearly related to per-
ceived organizational support and qguality of relationship (av-
erage correlation among the four factors = .55), it may not
be salient to people.

Simitarly, the existence of norms favoring issue selling is un-
related to the perceived probability of selling success. Norms
signal that selling has cccurred in a given environment, but
they may not signal how people might sell effectively.
Ncrms supporting issue selling are associated negatively
with perceived image risk, however, suggesting that know-
ing that something is normatively sanctioned frees one from
fears about how it might look (image risk}. This finding sug-
gests that the link between certain norms and innovation
found by O'Reilly (1988) may operate through reducing the
perceived image risk involved in pursuing innovations within
the organization. This finding is potentially important for orga-
nizations. It suggests that top leaders can work to create
environments in which they get more spontaneous initiatives
from below (e.g., Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994} by taking ac-
tion to reduce fears about how such efforts will be per-
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ceived. Such actions include steps to create norms through
managerial reinforcement of certain behavioral patterns and
through communicating widely and vividly about the behav-
1ors that top management hopes to sanction.

A second major finding from our study i1s that our hypoth-
esized individual differences do not affect the decision to sell
gender-equity issues. The two seliing-propensity factors (i.e.,
risk propensity and optimism) and two of the three credibility
variables (i.e., performance reputation and past issue-selling
success) are not significant predictors in our model of the
initiation of issue selling. Three explanations could account
for this pattern of non-findings. The first is that we may not
have selected the right dispositional factors. For example, a
pair of very recent papers reporting a single-organizational
study of upward-influence attempts in a nonprofit organiza-
tion found that Machiavellianism, locus of control, and self-
monitoring affected the type of upward influence strategy
managers used (hard, soft, or rational) (Farmer et al., 1997)
and how they responded ta the failure of their first attempt
(Maslyn, Farmer, and Fedor, 1996). Perhaps if we had mea-
sured different dispositicnal factors, the connection to our
mediators and willingness tc sell would be stronger. It may
also be that our focus on motivational factors as indicators of
selling propensity may have underemphasized the impor-
tance of skill elements (e.g., communication skilis} that may
lead to an enhanced selling propensity.

A second explanation for the non-findings concerns the na-
ture of the issue we studied. While personal characteristics
and assessments of one’s credibility within the organization
may be more relevant in considering the sale of some is-
sues, they may be less relevant for a potentially controver-
sial issue like gender equity. In this case, strong issue vari-
ance across contexts that affects how issue-selling efforts
will be received by top management may significantly drive a
willingness to sell. In addition, the fact that we studied only
women's issue-selling efforts may have contributed to the
importance of the relational context in our results. Some
scholars argue that women may be more tuned into the rela-
tional context by necessity {e.g., they cannot take support
from others for granted} or by dispositional preference (e.g.,
Gilligan, 1982).

Finally, several alternative explanations for specific credibility
findings also warrant mention. For example, one reason why
credibility may not affect perceived image risk or judgments
about the probability of selling success is that we may have
misunderstood the psychology of credibility as it relates to
issue selling. We assumed that if women felt credible, they
would feel they had more ""credits’”” to spend in the act of
issue selling. Whiie this logic may hold for some women,
others may want to protect their good reputations and there-
fore are less willing to take risks. The lack of findings may
reflect the varying effects of credibility on women in differ-
ent types of situations. For example, women with high cred-
ibility in secure jobs may be willing 1o cash in their "credits”
on this issue, whereas those in insecure jobs or in jobs for
which the level of security is ambiguous are not. The argu-
ments supporting our credibility hypotheses also may have
expected too much of our respondents. We argued that
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women know how they are seen by others and take those
imagined images (as being credible or not) into account in
making decisions about whether to undertake actions such
as issue selling. This logic makes several assumptions about
our respondents, i.e., that they know how they are seen by
others, that they can estimate how the act of selling will af-
fect others’ impressions of them, and that they take these
assessments into account in making selling-initiation deci-
sions. These assumptions may not be true. In future re-
search, the association between credibility and decisions to
sell issues could be examined more microscopically to tease
out the true relationships.

We did find that a manager’'s being in a human-resource
function was correlated with a higher probability estimate for
selling success and a lower sense of image risk, but this
variable did not load cleanly onto the latent credibility factor.
One interpretation is that membership in an issue-relevant
function (in this case, human resources) may temper the risk
associated with selling an issue by giving others a situational
account for why a woman might be pushing for the issue’s
consideration. Buoyed by the possibility that others might
impute situational rather than personal motives for raising
this issue, female managers might experience less image
risk in going to bat for it. In addition, by raising this issue as
members of the human-resource function, sellers may feel
less like solo sellers and more part of an issue cealition. This
feeling might account for the increased perceived probability
of selling success reported by this group. Thus, the way that
the human resources function variable affects willingness to
sell gender-equity issues may be more complicated than
simply enhancing the sellers’ perceived credibility.

In testing our model, we controlled for motivation to sell the
issue that stems from the nature of the issue itself by in-
cluding paths from three control variables to the mediators
and to willingness to sell the issue. From the results it is
clear that there is much issue-specific motivation for selling
gender-equity issues. Perceived issue importance, social
identification, and the extent of the issue’s occurrence all
were significantly associated with willingness to sell. Most
notable, perhaps, is the strong linkage between perceived
issue importance and willingness to sell the issue. This vari-
able would be profitably included in subseguent models of
issue seiling. By controlling for issue importance, however,
we have established that the other independent variables
have effects above and beyond this control. The social iden-
tification results are alsc notable in that this variable is the
one individual characteristic that showed any relationship {ei-
ther direct or mediated) to expressed willinghess to sell the
issue. This finding suggests that social identification with
women has a rather strong effect that shows up even when
considered in conjunction with the context variables and rep-
licates Harquail's (1996) finding of a positive relationship be-
tween strength of social identification with women and ad-
vocacy on their behalf. Social identification with women may
have an effect on willingness to sell gender-equity issues
because it is issue-specific. More general dispositional char-
acteristics may have weaker effects. While this variable may
be relatively unique to this issue, taken in tandem with the
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issue-importance conirol variable, it suggests that individual
differences in the importance placed on an issue (for what-
ever reason) affect willingness to sell by making a seller
more willing to act.

Finally, the finding that the extent of the issue was positively
related to willingness to sell may reflect a greater pressure
that respondents feel to address the situation. Also, it makes
sense that the less respondents saw the issue as an issue
in their organizations, the less willing they were to sell it.
The positive relation between this variable and perceived im-
age risk, however, suggests some perceived dangers in rais-
ing this issue in environments where the issue is pervasive.
Women raising gender-equity issues in organizations where
such issues are pervasive may have reason to be particularly
concerned, for the act of raising these issues might be per-
ceived as particularly consequential and dangerous.

Mediating Processes

The results presented in table 2 and figure 2 suggest that
three context factors, perceived organizational support,
norms favoring issue selling, and relationship quality, as well
as the seller’'s functional fit with the issue, affect the initia-
tion of issue selling through their effects on the perceived
probability of selling success and perceived image risk. The
tests of the relaxed models show that there are no direct
effects.

The mediating role of the perceived probability of selling suc-
cess is consistent with motivational theories that assume
that effort is related to expectancy beliefs {(Vroom, 1964).
Issue selling is more likely when sellers believe that they
can be successful. If issue sellers see roadblocks to gaining
attention for an issue {e.g., an unsupportive context and a
poor relationship with the critical decision makers), they will
estimate a lower probability of selling success and will be
less willing to exert effort. These findings resemble the posi-
tive influence of efficacy on reformist dissent {e.g., Parker,
1993) and on whistle blowing (e.qg., Miceli and Near, 1992)
and the hypothesized importance of feasibility perceptions in
models of principled organizational dissent {Graham, 1986).

The amount of image risk perceived by the individual is a
second mediating process. We found both direct and indirect
effects of image risk on willingness to sell gender-equity is-
sues. In general, image risk had a strong total effect on
one’s willingness to sell this issue, over and above the ef-
fect of the perceived probability of selling success on willing-
ness to sell. This pattern suggests that more emotion-laden,
interpersconal, impression-management concerns are also
relevant to issue-selling initiation decisions, at least for this
issue. It is uncertain whether image risk would have as pow-
erful an influence on less controversial strategic issues.

Limitations of Our Study

The study’s findings need to be considered in light of its
limitations. Four notable limitations are the study of a single-
issue, the particular characteristics of this sample, potential
common-method variance, and unmeasured variables. To
obtain detailed information about the process of selling an
issue, we felt the need to ground our study in one issue.
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This choice reflects our view that much is lost when we ask
respondents to average their reports of issue-selling behavior
over several issues at once. Much depends on the nature of
the issue sold, and we chose to study an issue that is par-
ticularly important in today’s workplace. But some caution is
required in generalizing from the resuits of this single-issue
study. Previous work on issue dimensions suggests that is-
sues vary in their content {e.g., social, econocmic, political),
analytical qualities {e.g., abstractness, complexity, magni-
tude), implied action (e.g., amount of payoff from action on
the issue}, and source {e.g., chosen vs. externally induced)
(Dutton, Walten, and Abrahamson, 1989}). One analytical
quality that was mentioned in Dutton, Walton, and Abraham-
son’s (1989) review and is highlighted in our study is an is-
sue’s divisiveness. |t may be that while cur proposed model
was a general one depicting issue-selling initiation, several of
the findings may only generalize to a smaller subset of is-
sues. For example, the effects of the relational context may
be less dramatic when studying the selling of less divisive
issues. Our control variables, too, particularly social identifi-
cation, may be issue-specific. Future research might directly
compare the selling of different types of issues to establish
whether the social psychology underlying the selling of a
range of issues systematically varies. We suggest that the
potential divisiveness of an issue is one important underlying
dimension.

In addition, our sample consists of all women alumnae from
a large business school in the Midwest. As a result, we can-
not explore whether men’'s decision-making processes differ.
When they personally experience gender inequity, men’s
reactions might differ from women’'s due to dispositional dif-
ferences. Further, when men raise this issue on behalf of
women, there may be real differences in the social psychol-
ogy associated with promoting one’s own versus another’s
group. Future research might focus profitably on the differ-
ences between such sellers and those advocating for cthers.
Researchers might also explore men’s reactions when they
are in situations in which they are the numerical minority. A
strength of our sample is that it represents the responses of
women in a range of managerial positions across a wide va-
riety of organizations.

A third limitation is our study’s use of a cross-sectional sur-
vey methodology to understand the process of issue selling
and the associated problem of common-method variance.
Since we were interested in people’s perceptions of their
context, credibility, and assessments of image risk and the
perceived probability of selling success, we needed re-
sponses from the people themselves. For example, assess-
ing a respondent’s actual credibility in the organization (or at
least how credible others saw her to be) would not have
been as useful, because our theory suggests that it is re-
spondents’ self-assessments of credibility that affect their
reactions. To assess the impact of common-source, com-
mon-method bias, we performed Harmon's one-factor test,
following Podsakoff and Organ (1986). VWe also assessed
models constraining all variables to load on a single factor.
The results suggest that the constructs in our model were
not related solely because of commoen-method variance. The
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pattern of our findings also diminishes our concerns about
common-method variance. For example, if this bias is operat-
ing, it should lead respondents who report that top manage-
ment is open to initiatives to report also that they expect
success in their issue-selling initiatives. We did not find this
or other findings that might be predicted by this bias. These
non-findings do not rule out this possible bias, but they

make it less likely that common-method variance totally ac-
counts for our results.

Finally, like most social science models, ours excludes a few
potentially important factors. For example, in contrast to sev-
eral other studies (Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Dutton et al.,
1997}, in this study we did not consider how the institu-
tional, competitive, and cultural environments structure the
context that determines whether managers will initiate or
withhold issue-related action. We recognize, however, that
these “‘broader societal and interorganizational processes
structure interactions at a micro level’” (Phillips, 1997: 46). In
our attempt to learn more about the social psychology of the
issue-selling process, we may have sacrificed some of the
richness and complexity of this process. Issue selling is
rarely a stand-alone, one-time event; rather, it is embedded
in a history of action and inaction. While we tapped some of
the historical aspects by measuring past selling success, we
did not fully capture the historical and contextual embedded-
ness of these initiatives.

Three other potentially important variables have not yet been
tested in our model.? First, in our attempt to contrast an effi-
cacy versus an impression-management process mediation,
we failed to assess the perception that other potential nega-
tive cutcomes might flow from attempts to sell this issue.
Women considering initiating such selling may also be con-
cerned sbout possible ostracization, negative performance
reviews, or a reduction in managerial support. Second, sell-
ers’ willingness to sell any one issue may be related to the
number of other issues in which they are currently involved.
The number of issues may be a proxy for attentional capac-
ity or for the trade-offs that people may confront as they
"“spend’’ their idiosyncrasy credits via issue selling. A man-
ager might care about many issues but know that he or she
will lose points with upper management if he or she sells
too often or on too many issues. All things considered, sell-
ers are more likely to sell an issue if they have few other
issues with which they are simultaneously involved.

A third possible omitted variable is an employee’s industry.
We were able to assess the impact of this variable in a post-
hoc ANOVA analysis {which should be considered only as
suggestive) relating respondents’ industries to the two me-
diators {probability of selling success and image risk) and the
dependent variable (willingness to sell the gender-equity is-
sue). Industry had a significant effect on respondents’ per-
ceived probability of success (F=2.78, p < 0.01) and their
perceived image risk (F = 4.08, p < 0.001}. In looking at the
array of industries, we saw that women reported lower lev-
els of willingness and perceived probability of success and

5 higher levels of image risk in industries such as transporta-

We thank the anonymous reviewers for tion (primarily auto companies), where ther_e may be fewer

suggesting these additional variables. women, than in industries such as nonprofits, where there
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may be more women. Thus, we speculated that the percent-
age of women present in organizations in various industries
might be making a difference here. To assess this, we ran
an ANOVA controlling for the effects of our previous context
variables, industry, and the percentage of women in the or-
ganization by entering them as covariates. In this analysis,
the effects of industry on perceived probability of selling suc-
cess (F= .987, p < .50) and perceived image risk (F= 1.67,
p < .10} disappeared, whereas the percentage of women in
the firm was a significant predictor of both. All of our other
context results stayed the same. We concluded from this
analysis that industry makes a difference because it is a
proxy for the percentage of women that a seller might find
in her organization. This post-hoc analysis needs to be con-
firmed in subseguent studies with independent samples.

Contributions of Qur Study

Qur research makes several important theoretical contribu-
tions. First, in contrast to many models of individual behavior
in organizational studies, which implicitly treat people as re-
active, our model explicitly depicts people as active readers
of and actors within their contexts. Our perspective contrib-
utes to this discussion by focusing on the choice to act. So
much of the upward-influence and impression-management
literatures focus on the ways that people act rather than on
factors that determine whether they’ll take action in the first
place. While previous research has examined whether con-
text affects the form of issue selling {(e.g., Cheng, 1983) or
the success or lack of success in upward influence (e.g.,
Schilit and Locke, 1982}, this study addresses the centrality
of context in determining whether such influence efforts are
initiated in the first place. This shift in theoretical emphasis
is important. [t suggests that inaction (the issues that people
care about but don’t raise) can be as significant as action in
organizations. While Withey and Cooper (1989) had difficulty
predicting voice, we explained a good portion of the variance
in our measure of wiliingness to sell an issue. One crucial
reason might be that we considered not only what encour-
ages people to speak up but also what inhibits or prevents
people from exercising this option. Looking at factors such
as image risk, we see the important role it plays in dampen-
ing intentions to raise gender-equity issues in one’s work
organization.

Second, our study adds to issue-selling research and to re-
lated work on change mastery and innovation championing
(e.g., Schon, 1963; Chakrabarti, 1974; Kanter, 1983; Howell
and Higgins, 1990) by considering systematically how dispo-
sitional and situational factors simultaneously contribute to a
willingness to initlate action on an issue. While previous re-
searchers have tended to highlight one set of factors over
another, this research considers how both contribute to is-
sue selling.

Third, while some of our context variables have been sug-
gested previously in work on the antecedents of employee
involvement, participation, and innovation championing (e.g.,
O’Reilly, 1989; Chakrabarti, 1974), our model moves this lit-
erature forward in its explicit emphasis on the mediating pro-
cesses by which these variables may have their effects. By
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looking at the effects of perceived image risk and perceived
probability of success we are able to see and test more
clearly how contextual variables affect willingness to raise
ISSuUEs.

In our process focus, we built on treatments of behaviors
that resemble issue selling that depict the motivation to sell
as a type of calculative and rational decision {(e.g., Graham,
1986; Miceli and Near, 1992). We proposed that people also
consider the interpersconal context of issue selling and take
impression-management concerns into account. In this de-
piction, we further add to the championing and voice litera-
tures the important perspective that there are dangers to
championing issues. Our focus on image risk and the as-
pects of context that might prevent people from raising is-
sues complicates the process by which issues come to the
attention of top management. While Withey and Ccoper
(1989) briefly discussed the costs associated with voicing
issues, our focus on image risk highlighted the emotional,
fear-based quatity of risk and its impact on the decision to
initiate these activities. Image risk may also be important in
understanding principled organizational dissent {Graham,
1886), in which people try to advocate change based on per-
ceived wrong doing. Our paper’'s depiction of the social psy-
chology of issue selling may thus have broad applicability to
other voice processes, such as principled organizational dis-
sent, innovation championing, and whistle blowing.

Practical Implications

QOur emphasis on the choice to act has several important
practical implications. For organizations concerned about the
rising exodus of women and the potential for lawsuits, un-
derstanding the factors that encourage or discourage the
timely raising of gender-equity issues may allow organiza-
tions to create earty ‘'pressure release’” mechanisms via is-
sue selling that make dire outcomes less probable. More
generally, strategy researchers are becoming increasingly
concerned with how to design organizational contexts that
promote individual initiative (Burgelman, 1994; Ghoshal and
Bartiett, 1994; Noda and Bower, 1996). This study gives
some guidance if the initiative desired includes raising strate-
gic issues. The results here suggest that crganizational lead-
ers should try to create more pathways for the communica-
tion of issues (enhance the perceived probability of success)
and take steps to reduce image risk. Such pathways can be
created, for example, by taking steps to create a positive
relational context. Additional steps that top management
might take include creating and emphasizing norms sanction-
ing the behavior, locating people in units that bestow them
with legitimate expertise, and prompting critical decision
makers to create and maintain relationships with key people
in various networks. Our results suggest that it is within net-
works of high-quality relationships that important issues are
raised and sold.

We see managers as active participants in the strategy pro-
cess who attend to contextual cues. The salient contextual
cues for this issue are the ones signaling the existence of a
positive relational context, but we need to understand how
managers decide to initiate issue selling in response to
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