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“Just Words? Just Speeches?”

“Don’t tell me words don’t matter. ‘I have a dream’ – just 
words? ‘We hold these truths to be self evident that all 
men are created equal’ – just words? ‘We have nothing to 
fear but fear itself’ – just words? just speeches? 

It’s true that speeches don’t solve all problems, but what 
is also true is that if we can’t inspire our country to 
believe again, then it doesn’t matter how many policies 
and plans we have, and that is why I’m running for 
president of the United States of America, . . .”

Barrack Obama, 2008

(inspired by an earlier speech by Deval Patrick)
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Leadership Research: Theory

• In the social psychology and management literatures charisma is 
a central topic

• For example, House (1977) has argued that:

Charismatic leaders are those “who by force of their personal 
abilities are capable of having profound and extraordinary 
effects on followers”.

• This is very much in line with the common perception that a 
leader’s charisma can be crucial for followers’ motivation.
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Leadership Research: Scientific Evidence

• Leadership research has established two important facts:

1) People who communicate charismatically are perceived as 
more prototypical leaders (e.g., Antonakis et al., 2011)

2) The charisma exhibited by a leader is positively correlated
with effectiveness outcomes (e.g., Judge & Piccolo, 2004)

• However, up to now there is no causal evidence of an effect of 
charisma on followers’ performance in real-world incentivized 
situations and this compared to realistic alternative treatments.
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No Leadership in Economics

• Economists have focused on incentives and contract design as
the primary mechanism through which leaders influence and 
motivate workers (e.g., Milgrom and Roberts, 1993; Lazear, 2000)

• “Softer” channels  are typically ignored
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Towards Transformational Leadership

• Leadership scholars argue that effective leaders should influence 
follower behavior not only through incentives, but also through 
personal abilities to persuade and motivate (House 1977)

• Two forms of leadership (Burns 1978, Bass 1985):

– Transactional leadership: the leader defines expectations and establishes 
the rewards and sanctions that allow meeting these expectations

– Transformational leadership: inspired and charismatic leaders can induce 
followers to perform beyond expectations by motivating them to 
subordinate their own interests to the benefit of the greater good

But does this really work?
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Our study:

• We test the causal effect of a charismatic speech on workers’ 
performance

– Field Experiment: Exogenous manipulation of charisma 

– Low charisma condition vs. high charisma condition

• We compare the effect size of charisma with the one of 
economic (monetary) incentives

– High charisma condition vs. piece rate condition
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Field Experiment

• Context: 

2013 “Super Santa” fundraising 
campaign of the Birmingham 
Children’s Hospital

Cold mailing: 30’000 letters to a 
standard fundraising mailing list

Use Adecco UK to hire 106 temp 
workers who stuff the envelopes 
for the fundraising campaign

The workers do not know that 
they participate in an experiment

No deception: Everything we tell 
them is true and the work is real
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Original Recruitment Ad 
(Adecco Website)
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Task

• What workers do: 

Check materials for quality 
problems (printing faults)

Assemble four items (envelope, 
letter, form, return envelope) to a 
fundraising mailing

Make labeled stacks of 10 
envelopes

Place stacks of envelopes in a box
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Procedure

• Day 1:

Workers come to the Adecco 
office in groups of 8 people

25 minutes instruction session 
(sample envelope)

5 minutes motivation speech

Take materials for 350 letters and 
work at home

• Day 2:

Return completed letters to the 
Adecco office

Complete a questionnaire
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Treatments

1) Baseline (35 subjects)
– Workers are paid the hourly minimum wage  (£ 6.31) for 4.5 hours 

(3 hours of work / 1. 5 hours of travel and training)

– Workers are given the standard motivation speech

2) Piece rate (30 subjects)
– Workers are paid the fixed wage if they stuff  220 envelopes or less

– If workers stuff more than 220 envelopes, they get the fixed wage 
plus a piece rate of £ 0.12 for each additional envelope

– Workers are given the standard motivation speech

3) Charisma (41 subjects)
– Workers are paid the hourly minimum wage  (£ 6.31) for 4.5 hours 

(3 hours of work / 1. 5 hours of travel and training)

– Workers are given the charismatic motivation speech
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Charisma Manipulation

• Important that speeches differ only in charisma

– Same number of words (662)

– Same (or at least extremely similar) content

But:

• The charisma speech heavily relies on a number of so 
called charismatic leadership tactics (CLTs)
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CLTs

• Non verbal techniques (facial expressions, gestures, voice variation)

• Metaphors

• Stories and anecdotes 

• Contrasts

• Rhetorical questions

• Three-part lists

• Sentiments of the collective

• High/ambitious goals

• Confidence goals can be achieved

• Moral conviction was held constant across the two speeches
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Standard Charisma
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Speeches
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Manipulation checks

• Objective check: 

– Two coders coded each speech for presence of each verbal 
tactic (Landis & Koch, 1977):
• Non-charismatic speech: (n = 41 sentences), 97.02% agreement on 

369 coding events::  = .63, se = .05, z = 12.28, p < .001. 

• Charismatic speech (n = 48 sentences), 95.60% agreement on 432 
coding events:  = .74, se = .05, z = 15.44, p < .001. 

– Overall (reconciled codings):
• Non-charismatic speech was 39.02% (i.e., 16/41 sentences)—thus, 

not a bad speech per se

• Charismatic speech was 91.67% (i.e., 44/48 sentences)—thus, very 
charismatic

• Difference in proportions between two speeches: z = 5.28, se = .10,  
p < .001 (Koopman, 1984). 20



Subjective manipulation check
• 57 participants randomly assigned to watch one of the two speeches, and 

rated the leader in each speech on 4 dependent variables: :
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Results
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Figure 1: Treatment Effects on Performance 
(number of envelopes completed)
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Figure 2: Treatment Effects on Performance 
(distribution of envelopes completed)



Figure 2: Treatment Effects on Costs Per Letter
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Table 2a: Descriptive Statistics
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Table 2b: Descriptive Statistics
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Table 3: Regression Analysis – Main Variables
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Table 4: Regression Analysis – Self-Reported Data



Summary of results

• We find that varying “charisma” in a speech delivered by a 
leader to workers increases output by a substantial margin, 
over a control speech with fewer charismatic elements

– Mean output per worker increases by 17.4% with charisma, 
compared to an increase of 20.2% with performance pay

– Mean cost per unit of output decreases considerably (18.9%) 
with charisma

– Greater proportion of large completions with charisma (10% 
above 340) with charisma than either in piece-rate (3%) or 
control (0%)

• Our study indicates that notions of leadership influence 
through “transformation” and “charisma” merit further 
attention in economics
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New Questions

• Our findings raise many questions 

– Are there specific elements of charismatic communication that 
are most crucial for its effectiveness?

– What are the psychological channels through which charisma 
works?

• Beliefs (about performance of others / expectations of others)?

• Preferences (intrinsic motivation)?

– How do charisma and incentives interact?

• Substitutes?

• Complements?

– On what types of performance outcomes does it work best?

• Moral dimension important?

– How persistent are the effects of charisma?

• Piece rates work every day, is the same true for charisma? 31



Next Steps: Lab Study 1

• Charisma and the provision of public goods

– Participants play a standard four-player public good game (10 periods, 
partner matching)

– Before the first period the receive a motivating message from an 
outsider (“leader”) who does not participate in the game

– Participants do not have any information about the purpose and origin 
of the message: “Before your first decision you will see a message”

– The “leader’s” payoff depends on the group’s contribution to the 
public good (but participants do not know this)

• Manipulation:

– We create different versions of leader’s message

• Original message

• Modified versions using different charisma tactics  
32



Next Steps: Lab Study 1
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Next Steps: Lab Study 2

• Charisma and the provision of public goods

– Participants play a standard four-player public good game (10 periods, 
partner matching)

– Before the first period participants get to see:

• A charismatic speech about contributions to the public good

• A non-charismatic speech about contributions to the public good

• Nothing (control)

• Idea: Charismatic manipulation of experimenter-demand 
effect
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Next Steps: Lab Study 2
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If you would like to watch the full 
speeches?

www.hec.unil.ch/jantonakis/charisma.htm
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http://www.hec.unil.ch/jantonakis/charisma.htm


37
Thank you!


