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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

We investigate how causal attributions and gender can affect perceptions about employee 

competence and promotability after status loss. We theorize that the underlying reason 

(dispositional vs. situational) for the failure event, which resulted in the status loss, will have a 

substantive impact on peers' judgments after the downfall. In an online experiment (Study 1), we 

found no significant differences in perceptions of employees who lost status due to internal causes 

(i.e., dispositional) versus external reasons (i.e., situational). However, a post hoc analysis 

indicated that the employee gender is moderately significant in determining confidence in 

promotion, but not in the perception of competence when using the control variables. In a second 

online experiment (Study 2), we recreate the vignette removing the attribution inferences and 

introducing the employee's previous status as a variable of interest. Contrary to our expectations 

and the literature, neither employee gender nor initial status significantly impacted how employees 

were perceived after a status-loss event. We discuss the implications of this research for status-

loss literature and suggest avenues for future analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Imagine two employees who have recently lost status in their work settings. In this 

hypothetical scenario, they both saw the amount of respect, influence, and prominence they 

enjoyed in the others' eyes at one point suddenly diminished. However, while the first employee 

lost status because his term as chairman of a temporary committee had ended, the second employee 

lost status after being denied a promotion. Could such different status-loss events produce the same 

consequences for both employees? Are all status-loss events the same in the eyes of the perceiver? 

The present research sheds light on this question by investigating if the underlying reasons for the 

failure that resulted in the loss of status impact how others perceive the status-loser. Such an 

investigation addresses a crucial gap in the status-loss literature: how the attributional processes 

might underpin evaluative judgments about individuals after a status loss event (Carson Marr et 

al., 2019). 

Anchored in the “causal attribution” literature, we believe that individuals who lose status 

due to situational causes will be judged differently than those who lose status due to dispositional 

causes (McClure, 1998). The rationale is such that, when checking if external or internal factors 

caused an action, perceivers will attempt to subtract out the effect of the situation (i.e., external) 

and attribute what remains to the individual (Kelley, 1973; Kim et al., 2006). Further, according 

to attributional rationalization, managers tend to attribute women's successful performance to 

unstable and circumstantial causes and equivalent male performance to internal and stable causes 

(Heilman et al., 1995). To this date, no study has investigated the effect of either the gender or the 

attributional causes on the responses to status-loss events.  
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Adidtionally, it is well established in the literature that people believe that high-status 

individuals and groups are more competent, intelligent, ambitious, assertive, or dominant than low-

status ones (Carrier et al., 2014). Therefore, we believe that the initial employee status could be a 

buffer, protecting employees from the status-loss event's detrimental effects. To this end, we 

designed two experimental studies that manipulated both causal attributions associated with status 

loss and employee gender (Study 1), and gender and initial employee status (Study 2). 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

 

Status Loss 

“…as the determinants of high status keep shifting, so, too will the triggers of status 

anxiety be altered”.  

A. de Botton 

 

The Cambridge Dictionary defines status as an accepted or official position, especially in 

a social group. Together with power, status represents the psychological and sociological elements 

that compose the bases of hierarchical differentiation (Mannix & Sauer, 2006). However, while 

power is objective and refers to how much control one has over valuable resources, status is 

primarily subjective and relates to the respect one has in the eyes of others (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). 

The subjectivity of the status’s concept is tied to two crucial factors. First, it needs to be 

shared. In other words, the observed group must have a shared belief regarding the status level of 

a given member. According to Anderson et al. (2006), several studies indicate a high peer 
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consensus on who is high and who is low in status. Secondly, it must be visible and available for 

interpretation. As posited by Magee & Galinsky (2008), status hierarchies change only when new 

information is available and can be translated into status by peer’s subjective interpretations. 

Data from several studies suggest that, ceteris paribus, those who enjoy a high status 

position are granted with more advantages and fewer constraints (Piazza & Castellucci, 2014). 

Looking specifically at the organizational setting, high status is related to deference, influence, 

and decision-making privilege (Pettit et al., 2010). Other critical employee outcomes, such as job 

satisfaction, performance appraisals, compensation, and promotion opportunities also appear in 

the list of gains that positively correlates to workplace status (Djurdjevic et al., 2017).  

Despite what appears to be a significant number of scientific discoveries that include status 

as their main object of study, researchers believe that the topic is still underexplored in the 

organizational setting (Pearce, 2011). This lack of attention is noteworthy given the importance of 

the social status and stratification processes in organizations. As noted by Ravlin & Thomas (2005) 

status judgments impact “virtually every aspect of organizational life in all types of organizations, 

from decisions regarding who will enter the organization to what life within it will be like”.  

Status, therefore, seems to embody what Heath & Sitkin called the Big-O. Status 

successfully passes the author’s’ core competence test by representing a topic that is central to the 

task of organizing. Moreover, due to its hierarchical nature, it is possible that OB researchers will 

have unique insights about status “that are not likely to be shared by researchers in related social 

science disciplines like psychology, sociology, political science or economics” (Heath & Sitkin, 

2001, p.51).  
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While scholars have only scratched the surface of the role that status plays in the 

organizational setting (Pearce, 2011), the understanding of the phenomenon of status-loss is even 

less explored (Neeley, 2013). This is surprising given that the experience of losing status is not 

uncommon among managers. In a recent study, Carson Marr et al. (2019) found that 67% of 

surveyed people reported that they have seen a manager lose status at least once in their career. 

Considering this evidence, it seems that such discrepancy is another example of the gap between 

what the academia studies and what is relevant for practitioners in the field of management 

(Bartunek et al., 2006). 

According to Pettit et al. (2010) status loss occurs when the perception of an individual’s 

value to the group declines. Putting it in another way, one loses status when they lose respect, 

esteem and admiration in eyes of the other group members (Marr & Thau, 2014). Some examples 

of status loss events include being denied a promotion, losing an important client or even being 

demoted or moved to a less prestigious position.  

At the turn of the 21st century, however, several organizational scholars started to look at 

the status loss phenomena more closely. Among these earlier findings, it was found that the 

experience of losing status was far more psychologically impactful than the experience of status 

gain (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). Such remarkable asymmetry is in line with the Prospect 

Theory, which predicts that individuals are willing to pay higher premiums to protect against losses 

than to obtain equivalent gains (i.e. loss aversion) (Holmes et al., 2011).  

In his seminal book, Status Signals: A Sociological Study of Market Competition, Podolny 

(2010) documented that workers of an investment bank avoid interacting with low-status 

consultants due to fear of harming their own status positions. Moreover, while Scheepers et al. 
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(2009) found that higher-ranking individuals are more averse to the prospect of losing status than 

lower-ranking individuals, Pettit et al. (2010) observed that individuals place more significant 

effort when striving to prevent a status loss than when seeking to gain it.   

Nevertheless, as noted by Marr & Thau (2014), we know little about how people behave 

after status loss and how others change their perception of someone who has lost status. So far, the 

results indicate several detrimental effects for status losers, which include anxiety (Neeley, 2013) 

and a decline in task performance (Marr & Thau, 2014). Beyond the internal costs, past research 

has also shown that people are less likely to be influenced by status losers (Pettit et al., 2013). 

There remain several aspects of the complexity of the status loss event and its subsequent 

interpretation, and how they impact the perception of the status loser in the eyes of others, about 

which relatively little is known. For instance, would the underlying reasons for the failure, which 

resulted in the status loss of an employee, impact his or her subsequent evaluation? In this research, 

we hope to reach a more nuanced understanding of status loss, while also attempting to disentangle 

the effects of status loss caused by internal versus external causes.  

Causal Attribution  

“The mind is a sense-making machine; we are informavores as much as we are omnivores" 

G. Loewenstein 

In the fifties, the psychologist Fritz Heider developed what we know today as the 

attribution process. In his seminal book The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations, Heider (1958) 

characterized people as ‘naive psychologists’ due to their innate interest in understanding the 

causes of events surrounding them. More than half a century later, Chater & Loewenstein (2016) 
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posited that such a ‘drive for sense-making’ is analogous to other primitive drives such as hunger, 

thirst and sex. 

The attribution theory considers the everyday causal explanations that people make both 

for their own behaviors and the behavior of others (Baeckström et al., 2018), as well for their 

successes and failures (Martinko et al., 2007). Such rationalization and attribution of meaning will 

then influence future expectancies, emotions, and decisions. In other words, while experiencing or 

witnessing an event, one will evaluate such occurrence along several underlying dimensions, 

which will then guide future behavior.  

Weiner (1985) identified several attributional dimensions, such as locus of causality, 

stability, and controllability. According to him, rather than being ‘naive psychologists’, humans 

are innate judges – who are constantly determining if others are good or evil, right or wrong, moral 

or immoral (Weiner, 2004). 

This study will focus specifically on the dimension of locus of causality – which is the 

most commonly studied attributional dimension in the organizational setting (Harvey et al., 2014). 

This dimension refers to whether the perceived cause of an outcome is due to internal or external 

factors. In the words of Harvey and colleagues (2014, p.130), when observing others’ outcomes, 

“internal attributions refer to dispositional or behavioral characteristics (e.g., effort or ability) of 

the person being observed, whereas external attributions refer to situational factors that are often 

beyond the observed individual’s control”. 

The literature has been documenting fundamental differences in the process of judging the 

locus of control for one’s own outcomes (i.e., self-attributions), and for others’ outcomes (i.e., 
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others-attributions). For instance, people tend to attribute success internally and failure externally, 

and do so more for themselves than for others (Forgas JP et al., 1990). Research shows that the 

gender of the person being judged also plays a role in the attribution process – with considerable 

evidence that female success is more typically attributed to external causes (e.g. luck) both among 

male and female evaluators (Baeckström et al., 2018). 

The implications of differences in locus of control attributions in the workplace are wide. 

In a recent metanalysis, Harvey et al. (2014) showed that internal attributions for positive outcomes 

were positively related to performance ratings. Along the same lines, the authors found evidence 

that external attributions for employees’ negative outcomes were associated with lower 

punishment intentions. 

Considering that attributions are an integral part of the motivation process and play an 

important role in explaining virtually all reward-oriented behavior in organizations, scholars have 

been calling attention to the ‘unrealized potential’ of the topic in the organizational field (Martinko 

et al., 2011). To date, however, no research has considered this attributional impact in the context 

of status-loss; nor to whether it might lead peers and leaders to perceive the competence of male 

and female employees differently, and thus offer them different opportunities to advance their 

careers. 

Perception of Competence 

 

Competence and sociability (warmth) constitute the two fundamental dimensions of social 

judgment in organizations (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2018).  While the warmth dimension captures traits 

that are related to perceived intent (e.g., friendliness, helpfulness, sincerity, trustworthiness and 
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morality), the competence dimension reflects traits that are related to perceived ability, including 

intelligence, skill, creativity and efficacy (Fiske et al., 2007). Beyond being indispensable to 

workplace evaluations, it is now established that such dimensions are universal for human social 

cognition, being tested at the individual, group and self level, and multiple cross-cultural 

comparisons. 

Similar to status, competency is perceptual. As explained by Belmi & Pfeffer (2018), 

perceptions of competence depend upon the context observed due to the different knowledge, 

ability, and skill requirements in each situation.  In other words, an employee might be perceived 

as an expert in one department and subsequently judge as incompetent when performing in other 

areas of the company. 

One can access information about an individual’s expertise or competence from direct or 

observed interpersonal interaction, from reputation, and even from a stereotype (Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008). Regardless of how it is accessed, the perceptions of others’ competence (i.e., 

one’s knowledge, skills, and abilities) are essential to company decisions such as promotion and 

rewards (Rubin et al., 2010). Moreover, competence perceptions are an essential antecedent to 

feelings of respect (Magee & Galinsky, 2008).  

Besides its relevance to organizational settings, perceptions of competence are critical to 

status evaluations. As listed by Neeley (2013), possessing high status boosts reputations, 

perceptions of competence, and performance, all of which are often linked with social and 

organizational rewards. Therefore, we hypothesize that staus-loss events will lead employees to 

be judged as less competent. Based on the attribution theory and the “discounting principle,” we 

also believe that this effect is more substantial for those who lost status due to internal (vs. external) 

causes. 
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Promotability 

Promotability can be defined as the favorability of an employee’s advancement prospects, 

which includes judgments of an employee’s capacity to perform at more senior levels (Rubin et 

al., 2010). A fundamental principle of the tournament theory – which is literature on the role of 

promotions -  is that employees are granted promotions when they surpass peers' performance 

(Connelly et al., 2014). Nevertheless, several managerial studies attest that performance alone may 

not guarantee career progression. When choosing the next employee to climb the company ladder, 

supervisors rely heavily upon sets of signals that represent hir or her capabilities or suitability for 

the promotion (Rubin et al., 2010). Such signals, however, constitute a combination of measurable 

outcomes and discretionary reflections regarding the workers’s capacities and talents (DePater et 

al., 2009).  

Since performance evaluations and managers’ perceptions of subordinates’ promotability 

are intertwined with subjectivity, there is room for the rise of bias, stereotyping, and discriminatory 

practices in organizations (Heilman & Haynes, 2008). Two types of biases are particularly relevant 

to this research: status and gender. 

As previously stated, several studies positively correlate critical employee outcomes to 

workplace status, including promotion opportunities (Djurdjevic et al., 2017). Thus, we expect that 

status-loss events will negatively impact employee promotability.  Regarding gender, as compared 

with male counterparts with equivalent skills and talents, female managers are stereotyped as 

having fewer and lower level managerial capabilities, which reduces their likelihood of selection 

for promotion (Lyness and Judiesch, 2014). Hence, status-loss attribution and gender are 

hypothesized to significantly affect promotability assessments. 
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HYPOTHESIS AND MODELS 

This work investigates if the underlying reason (dispositional vs. situational) for the failure 

event, which resulted in the status loss, will have a substantive impact on peers’ judgments after 

the downfall (i.e., status loss event). Following the literature presented above, we expect that the 

individuals who lost status due to situational causes will be perceived more positively in terms of 

both competence and promotability than those who lost status due to dispositional causes. 

The rationale is such that, when checking if external or internal factors caused an action, 

perceivers will attempt to subtract out the effect of the situation (i.e., external) and attribute what 

remains to the individual (Kelley, 1973) (Kim et al., 2006). As explained by McClure (1998), this 

"discounting principle" operates in a hydraulic mode so that as external forces intensify, the 

individual's role decreases. 

Furthermore, we want to advance the status-loss literature by including the role of gender 

bias. As mentioned, several studies indicate that female success is more typically attributed to 

external causes (e.g. luck) both among male and female evaluators (Baeckström et al., 2018). 

Moreover, considerable evidence indicates that while evaluating an individual’s promotability and 

performance, reviewers tend to rely substantially on subjective criteria – which are relatively easy 

to distort and open to bias (Agars, 2004). However, to this date, no study has investigated the effect 

of the subject gender in the other's response to status loss events. We believe that this is especially 

unfortunate because this potential perception-promotability effect may contribute to the 

perseverance of the women’s glass ceiling (Hoobler et al., 2009). 
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Hypothesis 1a.  The attribution causes of status loss will influence the perception of 

competence, such that the ones who lose status due to internal causes (i.e., dispositional) will be 

perceived as less competent then the ones who lose status due to external causes (i.e., situational). 

Hypothesis 1b.  The attribution causes of status loss will influence the confidence in 

promotion, such that the ones who lose status due to internal causes (i.e., dispositional) will be 

perceived as less promotable then the one who lost status due to external causes (i.e., situational). 

Hypothesis 2a: The gender of the status loser will influence the perception of competence, 

such that women (i.e., Ana) will be perceived as less competent then men (i.e., Pedro). 

Hypothesis 2b: The gender of the status loser will influence the confidence in promotion, 

such that women (i.e., Ana) will be perceived as less promotable than men (i.e., Pedro). 

 



17 
 

Hypothesis 

3a.  The attribution causes of status loss (i.e., situational or dispositional) and employee gender 

(i.e., Pedro or Ana) will interact to influence the perception of competence, such that when 

attribution causes are internal, female employees will be perceived as less competent compared to 

male employees. 

Hypothesis 3b.  The attribution causes of status loss (i.e., situational or dispositional) and 

employee gender (i.e., Pedro or Ana) will interact to influence the confidence in promotion, such 

that when attribution causes are internal, female employees will be perceived as less promotable 

compared to male employees. 
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Hypothesis 4. There will be a positive relationship between perception of competence and 

confidence in promotion, such that the ones who are perceived as more competent will also raise 

more confidence in their promotions.  

 

Hypothesized Model 
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STUDY 1 

 

Method 

To determine if respondents’ assessment of employees who lost status depends on the 

underlying reasons for the status loss event and employee gender, I propose a vignette experiment. 

The experiment consists of asking participants to evaluate a hypothetical employee who recently 

lost status. We randomly varied the employee gender (Pedro vs. Ana) and the attributional cause 

of the status loss event (situational vs. dispositional) while holding all remaining characteristics 

stable throughout trials. Hence, the experimental design was 2 (Employee Gender: male vs. 

female) x 2 (Attribution: situational vs. dispositional) between-subjects. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. The employee assessment was measured with 

two dependent variables: perception of competence and confidence in the promotion.  

Participants and Design  

The experiment was conducted on Facebook, which is currently the most popular social 

media in Brazil, with over 51 million users (Gordon & Trammel, 2016). Recent studies indicate 

that push methods of recruiting study participants (e.g., Google AdWords and Facebook) 

attract a more diverse pool of respondents (Antoun et al., 2016). Furthermore, such methods 

are particularly useful for non-US settings – where MTurk can be of little help (Samuels & 

Zucco, 2012). 

We distributed the experiment using Facebook Ads on an institutional university page 

created for this purpose (see ad layout in Appendix 1). Respondents were invited to participate 

in an academic study regarding career perceptions and performance (Appendix 1); they took 

part in a raffle to win a R$ 200 gift card in exchange. The ad was segmented to include 
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respondents from all Brazil regions, with no gender distinctions, ranging from the age of 21 to 

71. Subjects that chose to participate clicked on the ad and were taken to the experiment page 

(Appendix 2). A total of 262 people completed the questionnaire, however, 31fail to pass the 

attention check. This led to a total of 231 valid observations, being 55% female respondents. 

The mean age of participants was 46.9 (SD = 11.6). Table 1 summarizes the descriptive 

statistics of the sample.  

 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of the Sample 

 Percentages 

Education a (%)  

Up to some high school 11.7 

High school completed  50.2 

Some university degree or more  38.1 

Work Status b (%)  

Intern and Trainee 13.5 

Analysts and Assistants 48.5 

Coordinators, Managers and 

Directors 
38 

Female (%) 55 

N of obs. 231 

Note: a Variable School level: 1 = up to some high school, 2 = 

high school and 3 = some university or higher level of 

education. b Variable Work Status: 1 = intern, 2 = trainee, 3 = 

analyst, 4 = assistant, 5 = coodinator, 6 = manager, and 7 = 

director. 
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Procedure and Measures  

Procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board at Fundação Getúlio Vargas. 

Participants first read that the study concerned career perceptions and professional performance. 

The introductory text explained that they would be reading about and reacting to an employee 

profile in a specific organization. Participants first read the mission statement of a consulting and 

training company (Company Xis). We purposely set our investigation in a neutral occupational 

field as a conservative test of our predictions, given that bias against female tends to be stronger 

in more stereotypically masculine fields (e.g., finance) (Heilman et al., 2004). They then read 

information about an employee (Pedro or Ana) that was highly successful in this company. We 

conveyed supervisor gender with names, suffixes and pronouns.  

The employee description included age, educational background, skills, history within the 

company, and current position. Next, participants saw a statement about the employee’s current 

status in the company. The status information concerned the annual performance review, in which 

the employee has been designated as a top performer by the organization. Both employee 

background description and status were adapted from Heilman et al. (2004). 

Status-loss attribution manipulation 

Next, participants read that the referred employee went recently through a loss of status 

situation. Following the manipulation applied by Carson Marr et al. (2019), we informed that he 

[she] lost a major client for the company. Moreover, the event led Pedro [Ana] to lose an amount 

of respect and esteem in the eyes of his [her] peers in the company. 

We provided additional information to manipulate the underlying causes of the status loss 

event (i.e., attribution). Participants in the external [situational] condition read that the client was 
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facing financial difficulties and could no longer afford to pay the employee's fees. Whereas the 

participants in the internal [dispositional] condition viewed that the client was dissatisfied with 

Pedro's [Ana] service. 

After reading the vignette, participants were asked to respond to three questions: their 

perceptions of employee competence, confidence in promotability, and rationale for their decision. 

Lastly, they answered demographic questions before the study ended.  

Perceptions of Competence  

Competence was assessed by a three-items adapted version of the Vial et al. (2017) 

perception of supervisor competence scale. Participants answered the following question on a 7-

point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). “Do you believe 

that Pedro [Ana]…  

1. Is highly competent and capable. 

2. Is very qualified and had the right credentials. 

3. Has considerable experience in the field. 

Cronbach’s Alpha of this scale is 0.82, the three items were averaged to form a measure 

of competence. 

Confidence in Promotion  

A single item was applied and intended to measure the extent to which the respondent 

perceived the employee (Pedro or Ana) as having the potential to move up within the organization. 

Participants read that Company Xis would soon announce the list of employees to be promoted; 

they should then indicate on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (zero confidence) to 7 

(extremely confident) how confident you would feel to support Pedro's (or Ana's) promotion.  
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Rationale  

After evaluating Pedro [Ana], we asked participants to explain their rationale for 

supporting or not the promotion. The respondents had space to type up to 200 words and were 

asked to 'use their own words.'  

Control variables 

Before being dismissed, participants answered the following demographic questions: age, 

gender, education, and work status. We measure work status by asking participants which category 

best describes their current or the last job position. We offered seven possible answers, from intern 

to CEO. The classes were then complied into three groups, as described in Table 1. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Preliminary analyses  

 

We first conducted a set randomization checks to account for unbalances between 

conditions (Table 2). Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 3.  

Analysis  

 

We conducted two-way ANOVAs using status loss attribution (internal vs. external) and 

employee gender (Pedro vs. Ana) as factors on each of our dependent variables (perception of 

competence and confidence in promotion). We report the descriptive statistics in Table 4. 
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Table 2: Balance statistics Study 1  

         

    External Attribution 
  

Internal Attribution 

  Male 

Employee 

Female 

Employee 
P-value 

 Male 

Employee 

Female 

Employee 
P-value 

   

Age (mean)  45.5 49.3 0.1  47.0 46.5 0.8 

Gender (%)         

 
Male 47.6 52.4   24.6 44.3  

 
   0.3    0.2 

 
Female   58.3 41.7   40.2 48.5  

Education (%)  

       

 

Up to some high 

school 
40.0 60.0   58.8 41.2  

 

High school 

completed  
51.0 49.0 1.8  53.8 46.1 0.3 

 

Some university 

degree or more  
39.0 61.0   51.1 48.9  

Work Status 

(%)  

       

 Intern and Trainee 
64.7 35.2   42.9 57.1  

 

Analysts and 

Assistants 
58.3 41.6 2.8  59.3 40.6 1.9 

 

Coordinators, 

Managers and 

Directors 

43.2 56.7   49.0 51.0  

         

N of obs.    
47 55     69 60   

Note: Age was computed based on two-tailed t-test. The remaining were based on chi-2 test.  
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Variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age 46.98 (11.57) -
2. Gender 0.50 (0.50) -0.04

3. Education 2.49 (1.08) 0.02 0.11

4. Work status 6.77 (1.56) 0.46* 0.10 0.26* 

5. Employee Gender 0.53 (0.49) -0.06 -0.02 0.01 -0.09

6. External Condition 0.44 (0.49)  0.02 -0.06 0.11 -0.04 0.00

7. Confidence in Promotability 6.10 (1.14)  0.09 -0.02 -0.04 0.05 0.11 0.07

8. Perceived competence 5.99 (0.92) 0.19* -0.01 0.14* 0.23* 0.01 0.07 0.41*

(Study 1; n  = 231) 

Table 3: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Focal Variables

*p < .01

Depentend variables 

Independet variables 

Demographics 

Mean SD Mean SD

n d p d p

External Male 55 6.04 0.71 6.27 0.93

External Female 47 6.10 0.80 6.10 1.16

-0.06 0.74 0.17 0.42

Internal  Male 69 5.97 0.93 6.18 1.14

Internal  Female 60 5.89 1.15 5.85 1.27

0.08 0.67 0.33 0.11

External TOTAL 102 6.07 0.75 6.19 1.04

Internal  129 5.93 1.04 6.03 1.21

0.14 0.24 0.16 0.27

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for Study 1 

Promotability Perceived Competence Employee 

Gender 
Attribution
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Perceived competence  

The main effect of attribution on perception of competence (H1a), the main effect of gender on 

perception of competence (H2a), and the interaction between attribution and employee gender 

on perception of competence (H3a). 

There was not a main effect of status loss attribution on perception of competence, F 

(1,230) = 1.41, p = 0.23 η2=0. Therefore, we cannot claim that employees who lost status due to 

external causes are viewed as more competent than those who lost status due to internal causes. 

Hypothesis 1a was not supported. Also, there was not a main effect of employee gender (Ana vs. 

Pedro) on competence (H2a), F (1,230) = 0.01, p = 0.92 η2=0. Hence, participants did not attribute 

different competence points solely based on the gender of the employee. Lastly, there was no 

Attribution × Employee gender interaction (p = 0.60). Hypothesis 3a is not supported. 

We further include the respondent's gender into the ANOVA analysis to account for the 

possibility that it might drive the results. Results indicated that was not the case, with no significant 

differences between male and female respondents' evaluations.    

Although the combination of being female and loosing status due to internal reasons 

yielded the lowest score of perceived competence, the results are not statistically significant. Fig. 

1 depicts these results.  
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Promotability  

The main effect of attribution on confidence in promotion (H1b), the main effect of gender on 

confidence in promotion (H2b) and the interaction between attribution and employee gender 

on confidence in promotion (H3b). 

There was not a main effect of status loss attribution on confidence in promotion, F (1,230) 

= 1.27, p = 0.26 η2=0.01.  Therefore, we cannot claim that employees who lost status due to 

external causes have better chances to be promoted. Hypothesis 1b is not supported. Also, there 

was not a main effect of employee gender (Ana vs. Pedro) on confidence in promotion (H2b), F 

(1,230) = 2.79, p = 0.09 η2=0.01. Thus, participants did not feel more compelled to support the 

promotion of employees based on their genders. Lastly, there was no Attribution X Employee 

gender interaction (p = 0.56). Hypothesis 3b is not supported. 

6.04 5.976.10
5.89

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

External attribution (situational) Internal attribution (dispositional)

Fig. 1. Perception of competence in Study 1  

Male employee Female employee
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We also tested for the possibility that the respondent's gender might interfere the results. 

Results indicated that was not the case, with no significant differences between male and female 

evaluators. 

Once again, the combination of being a female employee and losing status due to internal 

reasons yielded the lowest score of confidence in the promotion. However, the results are not 

statistically significant (Fig. 2). 

 

Competence and Promotability 

We hypothesized that the perception of competence would be correlated with the 

confidence in promotion, such that the ones who are perceived as more competent will also raise 

more confidence in their promotability. A Pearson Correlation test revealed a positive, moderate 

in strength and statistically significant correlation between the variables (r = .41, p <.01). 
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Discussion 

Study 1 provided an initial investigation regarding the potential impact of gender and 

attribution causes on the perceptions of employees who experienced a status loss event. 

Participants read a vignette about a male or female professional (i.e., gender manipulation) who 

lost status due to internal or external causes (i.e., attribution manipulation). They then answered 

questions regarding employee competence (i.e., perception of competence) and promotability (i.e., 

confidence in promotion). 

Surprisingly, no statistically significant differences were found for the perception of 

competence or confidence in promotability of employees who lost status due to internal causes 

(i.e., their clients were unhappy with their services) versus those who lost it due to external reasons 

(i.e., their clients experienced a financial setback). This result is especially intriguing since several 

studies indicate that external (vs. internal) attributions for employees’ adverse outcomes are 

associated with better evaluations (Harvey et al., 2014). Moreover, our findings are inconsistent 

with the attribution "discounting principle" in which evaluators check for external or internal 

factors that caused an adverse action to attenuate the blame for the ones who were victims of 

situational events (Kim et al., 2006). 

While investigating the open-ended question, in which we asked participants to explain 

their rationale for supporting or not the promotion of Pedro [Ana], we noticed two critical points. 

First, the participants’ explanations were highly similar among the four groups (i.e., gender and 

attribution). Secondly, participants repeatedly mention sentences such as “it was his [her] only 

mistake”, and “he [she] was highly successful before this occurrence.”  
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Based on the open-ended answers, one potential explanation for each group's rationales' 

similarities could be that the previous employee status was too high. As we utilized the description 

of a high-status employee, following Heilman et al. (2004) concept of clarity of performance 

outcome, participants have been more condescending to employees, regardless of their status-loss 

attribution. In other words, the participants were so convinced by the employee's profile and high-

status, that they were willing to evaluate them positively under both circumstances.  

Furthermore, a post hoc analysis results indicated that the employee gender is moderately 

significant in determining confidence in promotion, but not in the perception of competence when 

using the control variables. Multiple linear regression was used to predict promotability based on 

employee gender, status-loss attribution, and participant demographics (i.e., gender, work status, 

and education). We found a moderately significant equation (t (5,225) = 1.82, p=.06), with a R2 

of .01. This result could hint that the employee gender per se underlies the fact that male 

employees are perceived as more “promotable” but equally competent as female employees. 

Accordingly, we designed our second study removing the attribution inferences, and 

introducing the employee’s previous status as a variable of interest. Our goal was to examine the 

effects of previous employee status (i.e., high versus low) and gender on employee judgments (i.e., 

competence and promotability) after a status loss event. We present a model of the proposed 

relationships in the next section. 
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STUDY 2  

Study 2 set aside information regarding the causal attributional of a status-loss event and 

focused on the initial employee status. It is well established in the literature that people believe 

that high-status individuals and groups are more competent, intelligent, ambitious, assertive, or 

dominant than low-status ones (Carrier et al., 2014). Therefore, we believe that the initial employee 

status could act as a buffer, protecting employees from the status-loss event's detrimental effects. 

This hypothesis is particularly interesting because we already know that, in comparison 

low-status individuals, high-status workers are both more averse to the prospect of losing status 

(Pettit et al., 2010) and experience status-loss as more self-threatening, which impairs their 

performance quality in the aftermath of the downfall (Marr & Thau, 2014). It is hypothesized that 

higher (vs. lower) initial status positively affects subjects’ judgments regarding employee 

competence and promotability in the event of status loss.  

We also maintained gender manipulation to continue investigating the nuances of the 

impact of status-loss on men and women's careers. And in line with the assymetry in terms of 

gender discussed in the theoretical section, we make the following predictions:  

Hypothesis and Model 

Hypothesis 5a.  The initial employee status will influence the perception of competence 

after a status loss event; such that employees who initially hold a low-status position will be 

perceived as less competent than the high-status ones. 

Hypothesis 5b.  The initial employee status will influence the confidence in promotion; 

such that the employees who initially hold a low-status position will be perceived as less 

promotable than the high-status ones. 
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Hypothesis 6a: The gender of the status loser will influence the perception of competence, 

such that women (i.e., Ana) will be perceived as less competent then men (i.e., Pedro). 

Hypothesis 6b: The gender of the status loser will influence the confidence in promotion, 

such that women (i.e., Ana) will be perceived as less promotable than men (i.e., Pedro). 

Hypothesis 7a.  The initial employee status and employee gender (i.e., Pedro or Ana) will 

interact to influence the perception of competence, such that when the initial employee status is 

low, female employees will be perceived as less competent compared to male employees. 

Hypothesis 7b.  The initial employee status and employee gender (i.e., Pedro or Ana) will 

interact to influence the confidence in promotion, such that when the initial employee status is low, 

female employees will be perceived as less promotable compared to male employees. 

Hypothesized Model 
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Method  

To determine if respondents’ assessment of employees who lost status depends on the 

initial employee status and employee gender, we propose a second vignette experiment. Following 

study 1, the experiment consists of asking participants to evaluate a hypothetical employee who 

recently lost status. We randomly varied the employee gender (Pedro vs. Ana) and the initial 

employee status (high vs. low) while holding all remaining characteristics stable throughout trials. 

Hence, the experimental design was 2 (Employee Gender: male vs. female) x 2 (Initial status: high 

vs. low) between-subjects. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. The 

employee assessment was measured with the same dependent variables: perception of competence 

and confidence in the promotion.  

Participants and Design  

The experiment was conducted and distribuited via Facebook Ads on an institutional 

university page created for this purpose (see ad layout in Appendix 4). Respondents were asked 

to participate in an academic study regarding career perceptions and performance they took 

part in a raffle to win a R$ 200 gift card in exchange. The ad was segmented to include 

respondents from all Brazil regions, with no gender distinctions, ranging from the age of  21 

to 71. Subjects that chose to participate clicked on the ad and were taken to the experiment 

page. 

A total of 153 people completed the questionnaire, however, 16 fail to pass the attention 

check. This led to a total of 137 valid observations, being 60.6% female respondents. The mean 

age of participants was 44 years old (SD = 13). Table 5 summarizes the descriptive statistics 

of the sample. 



34 
 

 

 

Procedures and Measures  

Like study 1, the introductory text explained that they would be reading about and reacting 

to an employee profile in a specific organization. Participants first read the mission statement of 

the same company presented in Study 1. They then read information about an employee (Pedro or 

Ana) that was highly successful in this company and had a specific status position (high or low). 

We conveyed supervisor gender with names, suffixes and pronouns.  

The employee description contained the same information as Study 1. We even maintained 

the same information regarding the annual performance review, in which the employee has been 

Table 5: Descriptive Statistics of the Sample

Percentages

Education 
a
 (%)

Up to some high school 2.9

High school completed 43

Some university degree or more 54.1

Work Status 
b 

(%)

Intern and Trainee 12.4

Analysts and Assistants 59.8

Coordinators, Managers and Directors 27.8

Female (%) 60.6

N of obs. 137

Note: 
a
 Variable School level: 1 = up to some high school, 2 = high 

school and 3 = some university or higher level of education. 
b
 Variable 

Work Status: 1 = intern, 2 = trainee, 3 = analyst, 4 = assistant, 5 = 

coodinator, 6 = manager, and 7 = director.
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designated as a top performer by the organization - adapted from Heilman et al. (2004). However, 

we included a sentence to convey the initial employee status information.  

 

Initial employee status manipulation 

The final sentence of the employee description conveyed the initial employee status 

manipulation. Following the manipulation applied by Fragale et al. (2011) and the 

conceptualization of Blader & Chen (2012), we used the following sentence to represent the 

different levels of initial employee status:  In addition [However], Pedro [Ana] is highly [not very] 

respected and admired by other members of the organization. As a result, Pedro [Ana] has [does 

not have] influence over others in the organization. See Appendix 5 for the original text. 

It is essential to highlight that our decision to include the initial status manipulation while 

maintaining the employee's high-performance information attempts to disentangle performance 

from status. Such an overlap issue that has been pointed out as a potential flaw in several studies 

(Pettit et al., 2013). Therefore, this study is accounting for the scenario in which one is recognized 

by his[her] performance but lacks a high-status position within the group. 

Status-loss context  

Next, participants read that the referred employee went recently through a loss of status 

situation. Following the manipulation applied by Carson Marr et al. (2019), we informed that he 

[she] lost a major client for the company. Moreover, the event led Pedro [Ana] to lose an amount 

of respect and esteem in the eyes of his [her] peers in the company. 

We did not provide additional information regarding the underlying causes of the status 

loss event (i.e., attribution). Participants simply read that we do not know what happened precisely, 
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but the loss of this important account affected the way Pedro [Ana] was seen by colleagues and 

impacted her prestige and esteem in the group. 

After reading the vignette, participants were asked to respond the same three questions 

presented in Study 1: their perceptions of employee competence, confidence in promotability, and 

rationale. Lastly, they answered demographic questions and were dismissed.  

 

RESULTS 

Preliminary analyses  

 

We conducted a set randomization checks to account for unbalances between 

conditions (Table 6). Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 7. Cronbach’s Alpha of 

perceptions of employee competence scale is 0.87, and the three items were averaged to form 

a measure of competence. 

Analysis  

 

We conducted two-way ANOVAs using employee initial status (high vs. low) and 

employee gender (Pedro vs. Ana) as factors on each of our dependent variables (perception of 

competence and confidence in promotion). We report the descriptive statistics in Table 8. 
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Age (mean) 42.9 41.5 0.6 45.7 47 0.7

Gender (%) Male 53.3 46.7 46 54

0.5 0.7

Female  61.5 38.5 50 50

Education (%)

Up to some high 

school
100 0 100 0

High school 

completed 
56.3 43.7 0.3 55.6 44.4 0.3

Some university 

degree or more 
55.9 44.1 42.5 57.5

Work Status (%)

Intern and 

Trainee
66.7 33.3 50 50

Analyst and 

Assistant
56.4 43.6 0.6 46.5 53.5 0.9

Coordinator, 

Manager and 

Director

57.1 42.9 52.9 47.1

N of obs. 40 29 33 35

Note: Age was computed based on two-tailed t-test. The remaining were based on chi-2 test. 

Table 6: Balance statistics Study 2 

High Status Employee Low Status Employee

Male 

Employee

Female 

Employee
P-value

Male 

Employee

Female 

Employee
P-value
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Variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age 44.35 (13.31) -
2. Gender 0.50 (0.50) -0.07

3. Education 2.75 (0.96) -0.13 0.23*

4. Work status 6.70 (1.52) 0.40* 0.02 0.35* 

5. Employee Gender 0.50 (0.50) -0.01 -0.05 -0.10 -0.02

6. Employee Initial Status 0.50 (0.50) -0.15 0.08 0.00 0.03 0.09

7. Perceived competence 6.05 (0.85) -0.01 -0.06 0.13 0.15 -0.10 0.07

8. Confidence in Promotability 7.78 (1.18) 0.10 0.06 0.01 0.15 -0.08 0.10 0.58*

(Study 2; n  = 137) 

Table 7: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Focal Variables

*p < .01

Depentend variables 

Independet variables 

Demographics 

Mean SD Mean SD

n d p d p

High Status Male 40 5.96 1.04 5.87 1.38

High Status Female 29 6.33 0.81 5.93 0.99

-0.37 0.11 -0.06 0.85

Low Status Male 33 5.99 0.67 5.45 1.32

Low Status Female 35 5.98 0.79 5.85 0.87

0.01 0.99 -0.40 0.14

High Status TOTAL 69 5.97 0.10 5.89 1.22

Low Status 68 6.14 0.10 5.66 1.12

137 -0.17 0.23 0.23 0.24

Table 8: Descriptive Statistics for Study 2 

Promotability Perceived Competence Employee 

Gender 

Initial 

Status 
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Perceived competence  

The main effect of employee initial status on perception of competence (H5a), the main effect 

of gender on perception of competence (H6a), and the interaction between initial status and 

employee gender on perception of competence (H7a). 

There was not a main effect of employee initial status on perception of competence, F 

(1,137) = .81, p = 0.29. Therefore, we cannot claim that employees who already held high-status 

positions are perceived as more competent than those who initially had a low-status position. 

Hypothesis 5a was not supported. Also, there was not a main effect of employee gender (Ana vs. 

Pedro) on competence (H6a), F (1,137) = 1.19, p = 0.20 η2=0. Hence, participants did not attribute 

different competence points solely based on the gender of the employee. Lastly, there was no Initial 

Status × Employee gender interaction (p = 0.20). Hypothesis 7a is not supported. 

We further include the respondent's gender into the ANOVA analysis to account for the 

possibility that it might drive the results. Results indicated that was not the case, with no significant 

differences between male and female respondents' evaluations.    

Differently from Study 1, the combination of being male and having an initial high-status 

position yielded the lowest score of perceived competence. Nevertheless, none of these results 

were statistically significant.  Figure 4 depicts these results. 
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Promotability  

The main effect of employee initial status on confidence on promotion (H5b), the main effect 

of gender on confidence in promotion (H6b) and the interaction between initial status and 

employee gender on confidence in promotion (H7b). 

There was not a main effect of employee initial status on confidence in promotion, F 

(1,137) = 2.06, p = 0.22.  Therefore, we cannot claim that employees who hold high-status position 

prior to the status-loss event have better chances to be promoted. Hypothesis 5b is not supported. 

Also, there was not a main effect of employee gender (Ana vs. Pedro) on confidence in promotion 

(H6b), F (1,137) = 1.77, p = 0.26 η2=0.01. Thus, participants did not feel more compelled to 

support the promotion of employees based on their genders. Lastly, there was no Initial Status X 

Employee gender interaction (p = 0.39). Hypothesis 7b is not supported. 

Following the previous analysis, we tested for the possibility that the respondent's gender 

might interfere the results. However, results indicated that was not the case, with no significant 

differences between male and female evaluators.   
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The lowest scores on confidence in promotion were among male and female employees 

who already held low-status positions prior to the status loss event. However, the results are not 

statistically significant (Fig. 5). 

 

Competence and Promotability 

Although we did not hypothesize a correlation between perception of competence and 

confidence in promotion in Study 2, the results are similar to Study 1. A Pearson Correlation test 

revealed a positive and statistically significant correlation between the variables (r = .58, p <.01).  

Discussion 

Study 2 attempted to start an investigation regarding the potential impact of gender and 

initial status on the subjects’ perceptions of employees who have experienced a status loss. 

Participants read a vignette about a male or female professional (i.e., gender manipulation) who 

held a certain status position within the company (i.e., initial status manipulation) and experienced 

a status-loss event. They then answered questions regarding employee competence (i.e., perception 

of competence) and promotability (i.e., confidence in promotion). 

5.87
5.45

5.93 5.85

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

High Initial Status Low Initial Status

Fig. 5. Confidence in promotion in Study 2  

Male employee Female employee
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Contrary to our expectations and the literature, neither employee gender nor initial status 

significantly impacted how employees were perceived after a downfall (i.e., status-loss event). We 

conducted post hoc comparisons to explore these patterns of means. However, multiple linear 

regression analysis showed that neither perceptions of competence nor promotability yielded 

significant results when controlled for and participant demographics (i.e., gender, work status, and 

education).  

Once again, the open-ended questions might be a rich source of analysis to understand 

these unexpected results. Participants in all conditions highlighted that "it was a single client" and 

that "he [she] cannot be punished for a single mistake." We discuss the implications and 

limitations of the utilized status-loss event manipulation in the next section.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The present research has several limitations and points to important directions for future 

research. First, we use vignettes to study a workplace situation, which has both strengths and 

weaknesses. This approach afforded us experimental control and also provided a conservative test 

for the impacts of status-loss events. However, vignettes are far from embracing the nuances and 

complexities of a real work setting. We encourage future research to study the consequences of 

status-loss events with other methods that might allow for greater realism, such as surveys in 

organizations or even experiments with trained confederates. 

Another aspect that points out to the lack of realism in this research is the participants' 

neutral position. Subjects were asked to evaluate the employees from no specific point of view. In 

other words, they were not asked to think either as a peer or as a leader. We purposefully set the 
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vignette that way with the intention to not add a different layer of analysis. Nevertheless, future 

studies should investigate if positioning evaluators as leaders, peers, or subordinates would change 

their final analysis. Likewise, positioning evaluators as either high or low-status holders could alter 

their criteria and perspective  (Blader et al., 2016). 

Specifically, regarding study 2, we should have included manipulation checks. Without 

this measure, there is no proof that subjects could distinguish between the described high and low-

status employees, which could potentially explain the lack of results. Lastly, the magnitude of the 

status-loss manipulation may have been too light to motivate significant results. 

In both studies, we used a standard work setting error (i.e., the loss of an important client) 

to manipulate status-loss. Although it still constitutes a valid status-loss event (Carson Marr et al., 

2019), we could have focused on more meaningful or substantive losses in status, which would 

reflect a significant decrease in respect and admiration in judgers' eyes. Moreover, identifying what 

levels of status-loss might be a tipping point to impact perceptions of competence and 

promotability are both a practical and theoretically exciting avenue for future research. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Status differences are ubiquitous and highly consequential in the workplace. However, 

little is known regarding the consequences of status-loss events for workers. Based on existing 

research, and several gaps in the literature, we invetigated the role of causal attribution, gender 

and intial status on the percepived competence e and promotablity of employees who have lost 

sttaus. To test our predictions , we adopted a vignette experimental approach to investigate if the 

underlying reason (dispositional vs. situational) for the status-loss event, the employee gender, and 
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previous status have a substantive impact on peers’ judgments after the downfall. Although we 

found no significant results, we believe that this work opened an avenue towards a more nuanced 

understanding of status-loss and its implications for workers. 
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Appendix 3 

To examine how perceived competence and confidence in promotion are affected by attribution of 

status loss and employee gender, we conducted mediation analyses. Given that there was no 
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interaction between attribution and employee gender, we ran two separate models: one in which 

Attribution misrepresentation was the IV and Employee gender was a covariate (Model 1, Table 

5) and one in which Employee gender was the IV and Attribution was the covariate (Model 2, 

Table 9). As can be seen in Table 9, competence mediates the effect of neither employee gender 

nor attribution on promotability. 

Table 9. Mechanisms underlying the effects of Attribution and Employee Gender on 

Promotability  

  
Model 1  

 
Model 2  

  IV = Attribution   IV = Employee Gender 

  
Covariate = Employee Gender    Covariate = Attribution  

Mediator    Lower CI Upper CI   Lower CI Upper CI 

       
Competence 

 
-0.05 0.2 

 
-0.11 0.14 
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