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Abstract 

 

 

Organizational identification is an important predictor of workplace behavior. The 

more strongly an individual identifies with their employing organization, the more 

motivated they will be to behave in ways that promote its success. In this paper we 

develop a new approach to fostering organizational identification based on principles 

of mental simulation. Across seven experiments we demonstrate that imagining 

positive contact with an organizational leader increases identification with the 

organization they represent. Experiments 1A, 1B, 2A, 2B, 3A and 3B replicated the 

basic effect against progressively varied control conditions, utilizing both scenario 

and field experiments. Experiment 4 demonstrated that as a consequence of 

heightened organizational identification following the imagined contact task, 

participants reported greater intentions to engage in organizational citizenship 

behaviors. We conclude by discussing the potential application of this technique as a 

simple and effective way for organizations to foster employees’ motivation and 

performance. 

 

Keywords: ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTIFICATION, SOCIAL IDENTITY, 

LEADERSHIP, MENTAL SIMULATION.  
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Take it to the Top:  

Imagined Interactions with Leaders Elevates Organizational Identification  

 

Organizational identification describes the perception of oneness with or 

belongingness to, one’s employing organization. This construct is an important 

predictor of workplace behavior. The more strongly an individual identifies with their 

organization, the more likely they are to behave in ways that help it to be successful. 

While the benefits of organizational identification are now well established, most of 

this research has been correlational in nature. There is little research focusing on how 

to actually foster organizational identification. In this paper we develop a new 

technique based on established principles of mental simulation. Mental simulation has 

previously been used to help people achieve greater performance in sport, better 

health and exercise outcomes, improved academic achievement, and even to reduce 

prejudice towards ethnic minority groups. Here, we introduce a new application of 

these techniques to the organizational domain. We show that simulating positive 

interactions with organizational leaders can successfully improve identification with 

the organization they represent. 

Organizational Identification 

The groups we belong to form an important part of our self-definition. 

According to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986) people 

define themselves not only in terms of their idiosyncratic traits (e.g. I am athletic), but 

also in terms of their group memberships (I am British). This group-based definition 

of the self forms an individual’s social identity. It refers to “that part of an 

individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a 

social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached 
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to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, p. 63).  While the social identity approach was 

originally developed to understand prejudice and intergroup conflict, more recently it 

has provided a novel approach to understanding behavior in organizational contexts. 

To varying degrees, organizations are important groups with which individuals can 

identify. Organizational identification describes the extent to which being a member 

of an organizational group contributes to an individual’s self-definition (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989). The more a person identifies with the organization, the more he or she 

applies the attributes and characteristics of the group to the self, and the more 

outcomes of the group are experienced as outcomes for the self (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, 

Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). 

The link between the self and the group (in this case, organizations) is 

important because, through social identification, the group’s standing reflects on the 

self (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). Because people desire a positive self-image, they will 

be motivated to behave in ways that promote or maintain the status of the group. 

Research demonstrates that the more strongly an employee identifies with their 

organization the more likely they are to behave in ways that will help the group to 

succeed (for meta-analytic results see, Lee, Park & Koo, 2015; Riketta, 2005). 

Principle amongst these outcomes are: increased willingness to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors (van Dick, Grojean, Christ, & Wieseke, 2006) 

increased compliance with organizational rules (Tyler & Blader, 2001), and increased 

loyalty to the organization (lower turnover intentions, Abrams, Ando, & Hinkle, 

1998; van Knippenberg, 2000).  

Traditional social exchange theories hold that peoples’ behavior in groups is 

shaped by judgments about past, current and future material rewards derived from 

group membership (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). However, 
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more recently, research suggests that social identification may actually be a stronger 

driver of cooperative workplace behaviors than material rewards (Tyler, 2010; Tyler 

& Blader, 2000; 2001). According the social identity approach, the key function 

served by a group is not the provision of desired resources, but to provide members 

with information that aids in their efforts to develop and maintain a positive self-

concept. People cooperate with organizations in pursuit of feeling good about 

themselves as people, not only for material rewards (Tyler & Blader, 2000). The 

results of several comparative studies now suggest that cooperation with organizations 

is predicted by material rewards to some extent, but these resource-based influences 

are small in magnitude compared to the influence of identity-based judgments (Tyler, 

1999; Tyler & Blader, 2000, 2001). Facilitating desired behaviors by organizational 

members involves more than just giving them a raise, or a company car then, but 

requires an examination of factors that shape organizational identification (Tyler, 

2010).  

The Social Identity Approach to Leadership 

According to the social identity theory of leadership, leaders represent an 

embodiment of the group identity. The leader can be considered the prototype, or the 

most stereotypical member of the group. The leader is the best exemplar of the 

group’s characteristics and thus best represents the group, and in a sense, is the group 

(Hogg & Abrams, 1988). This prototypically is central to their ability to lead. Leaders 

are said to derive influence from the implicit perception that she or he represents the 

values and norms of the group and thus can be trusted to have the group’s best interest 

at heart (Hogg, 2001; Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003; van Knippenberg & Hogg, 

2003).   
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Given their position as a group exemplar, leadership practices may also have 

an important influence on how followers identify with the group; and in 

organizations, this means organization identification (Lord & Brown, 2003; van 

Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De Cremer, & 

Hogg, 2004). Research on identity management strategies notes that leaders need not 

only ‘be one of us’ but also ‘embed a sense of us’ (Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2011; 

Steffens et al., 2014). By developing and directing a shared sense of ‘us’ leaders are 

able to mobilize individuals’ otherwise idiosyncratic motivations and harness the 

power of their coordinated energies. This idea can be traced back to classic theories of 

charismatic and transformational leadership. It was argued that leadership cannot be 

reduced to the actions of a single individual, but instead represents a process through 

which the leader shifts the way followers envision themselves, and in doing so, 

encourages them to work on behalf of the group (Bass 1985; Burns, 1978; Shamir, 

House, & Arthur 1993). Several empirical investigations now demonstrate that 

leadership behavior can influence identification among followers. (e.g. De Cremer & 

van Knippenberg, 2002, 2005; Huang, 2013; Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003; Schuh et 

al., 2012; Walumbwa, Avolio & Zhu, 2008).  

The ability for leaders to engender social identification amongst members is 

also demonstrated by work on procedural justice. Models of procedural justice 

suggest that leaders can gain acceptance and encourage people to identify with the 

organization they represent when they exercise their authority in ways that followers 

experience as fair (as elucidated in the group value model, Lind & Tyler, 1988; the 

relational model of authority, Tyler & Lind, 1992; and the group engagement model, 

Tyler & Blader, 2000, 2003). These theoretical models are supported by empirical 

observations of a positive association between leaders’ procedural fairness and 
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members’ organizational identification (e.g. Blader & Tyler, 2009; De Cremer, Tyler, 

& den Ouden, 2005; De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2002; Tyler & Blader, 2000). A 

particularly influential aspect of procedural justice (sometimes treated as its own 

construct Bies & Moag, 1986; Tyler & Bies, 1990) relates to the quality of social 

interaction with organizational authorities (De Cremer & Tyler, 2005; Tyler & Blader, 

2003). So-called ‘Interactional Justice’ focuses not on the quality of decision-making 

per se but the quality of interpersonal treatment, and whether they are treated politely 

and with dignity. Positive social interaction with the group’s representative authority 

is said to communicate to the individual that they are valued group member and, as 

such, can use the group as a reference point to define themselves. Conversely, poor 

interpersonal treatment signals marginality and exclusion from the group, inhibiting 

the process of merging the group into the self (Tyler, Degoey, & Smith, 1996). In the 

present research, we test the efficacy of mental simulation (of a positive interaction 

with organizational leaders) as a simple cognitive tool to elevate organizational 

identification.  

Simulating Social Interactions 

Mental simulation is defined as the imitative demonstration of an event or 

series of events (Taylor & Schneider, 1989; Escalas, 2004). It is a core component of 

human cognition. Neuroimaging studies have shown that similar neural mechanisms 

are activated performing, perceiving and imagining behavior, and simulations employ 

the same neurological mechanisms involved in memory, emotion, mimicry and motor 

control (Decety & Grèzes, 2006; Kosslyn, Ganis, & Thompson, 2001; Wilson & 

Knoblich, 2005). When applied to social situations, mentally simulating a particular 

social context has been shown to increase the accessibility and expression of the 

relevant attitudinal and behavioral response similar to those experienced in the 
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context itself (Blair, Ma & Lenton, 2001; Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz & Darley, 

2002).  

Behavioral scientists have harnessed this power of mental simulation in a 

variety of ways (for review see Crisp, Birtel, & Meleady, 2011). Mental simulation is 

a widely used strategy in marketing to facilitate purchase intentions by encouraging 

consumers to imagine themselves in positive scenarios involving the advertised 

products (e.g. Escalas & Luce, 2003; 2004). Health psychologists have employed 

mental imagery to foster the achievement of health-related goals (e.g. Anderson, 

1983; Greitemeyer & Würz, 2006). Clinicians have incorporated mental simulation 

into relapse prevent techniques (Marlatt & Gordon, 1985). Mental simulation has 

been used in education to improve students’ exam performance (e.g. Pham & Taylor, 

1999), and the use of imagery techniques to improve performance and motivation in 

sports settings is also supported by a large body of research (e.g. Feltz & Landers, 

1983).  

Of particular relevance to this research is the literature on imagined intergroup 

contact. Intergroup contact, or interaction with a member(s) of another cultural group, 

represents one of the most widely used social-psychological interventions for 

reducing prejudice. Since Allport’s original publication in 1954, over 500 studies 

have provided evidence of a robust negative association between contact and 

prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). More recently, research has demonstrated that 

the benefits of contact can be established indirectly through mental simulation (Crisp 

& Turner, 2009; 2012). Imagined contact comprises of “the mental simulation of a 

social interaction with a member or members of an outgroup category” (Crisp & 

Turner, 2009, p. 324). Over 70 studies have now documented the beneficial effects of 
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imagined contact on a range of measures related to the reduction of prejudice (for 

meta-analysis see Miles & Crisp, 2014).    

 According to Allport’s original contact hypothesis, positive interaction is 

expected to improve attitudes not only towards the specific outgroup member(s) with 

who the contact occurred, but also towards the outgroup as a whole. This member-to-

group generalization effect has been robustly supported in the literature. It is stronger 

the more the contacted individual is regarded as typical or representative of the group, 

since under these conditions the associative link between the individual and the group 

is strongest (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Hewstone & Brown, 1986). The same is also 

true of imagined intergroup contact. Mentally simulated contact with a single 

outgroup member successfully improves feelings towards the outgroup in general 

especially when the prototypicality of the imagined outgrouper is high (Stathi, Crisp, 

& Hogg, 2011), and when their social identity is salient (Pagotto, Visintin, De Iorio, 

& Voci, 2012; Stathi et al. 2011). In this research, we introduce a new application of 

these principles, focusing on imagined interactions with organizational leaders as 

means to enhance identification with the organizational group. 

The Present Research 

Organizational identification plays a central role in promoting effective and 

viable groups. In this paper we develop a new approach to increasing organizational 

identification via an adapted imagined contact technique. As discussed above, 

research in the procedural justice domain demonstrates that positive interactions with 

organizational leaders can increase employees’ levels of organizational identification. 

Meanwhile, research in the imagined contact literature demonstrates that the very 

concept of contact, mentally articulated in the form of an imagined interaction, can 
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unlock many of the same benefits as the direct experience. Integration of these 

literatures suggests that imagining oneself engaging in a positive interaction with an 

organizational leader may represent a simple and effective means of increasing 

organizational identification. In this research we applied imagined contact techniques 

to the organizational domain for the first time to test this core hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 1:Positive imagined contact with organizational leaders will increase 

individuals’ organizational identification. 

We also predicted a mechanism through which imagined contact will increase 

organizational identification. Intergroup contact effects are driven by a generalization 

process in which positive feelings towards the interaction partner propagate through 

to the group as a whole. We predicted that the effect of imagined contact on 

organizational identification would be explained by a similar pattern of effects 

whereby imagined contact with an organizational leader improve feelings towards that 

individual which then generalize to the group they represent. Experiment 1A, 1B, 2A 

and 2B tested this mediational model in both scenario experiments (Experiment 1A & 

1B) and in  real organizational contexts (Experiment 2A & 2B). 

Hypothesis 2: The effect of imagined contact with organizational leaders on 

organizational identification will be mediated by improved attitudes towards the 

leader. 

In Experiment 3A and 3B we then sought to confirm that is it imagined 

contact with the leader specifically that will be maximally effective in terms of 

increasing organizational identification. Individual-to-group generalization effects are 

stronger the more typical the interaction partner is of the group as whole. Leaders are 

generally perceived to embody and represent the key characteristics of the group; as 
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such they are the most (proto)typical members of organizations. Accordingly, 

Experiment 3A and 3B sought to confirm that imagined contact with organizational 

leaders would have a stronger effect on group level identification than imagined 

contact with a co-worker, and that this effect would be explained by the leader’s 

higher group prototypically.  

Hypothesis 3: Imagined contact with organizational leaders will have a stronger 

impact on organizational identification than imagined contact with an 

organizational coworker. 

Finally, in Experiment 4 we extended the model by considering the 

consequences of organizational identification. We measured participants’ willingness 

to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors following imagined contact with 

organizational leaders. We predicted and tested a serial mediational model in which 

the effect of imagined contact on willingness to engage in organizational citizenship 

behaviors would be explained by improved attitudes towards the leader and increased 

organizational identification in turn.  

Hypothesis 4: As a result of increased organizational identification following 

imagined contact, individuals will express a greater willingness to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors. 

Experiment 1A and 1B 

In Experiment 1, we sought initial evidence that imagined contact techniques 

could be applied to increase organizational identification. This hypothesis was tested 

with an experimental vignette methodology. This is a common methodological 

approach in the organizational psychology literature, and has been widely employed 
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to investigate leadership and social identification processes (see Aguinis & Bradley, 

2014). All participants read an organizational vignette describing a fictitious company 

and were asked to imagine they worked for this company for the purpose of the study. 

It was expected that participants who subsequently imagined engaging in a positive 

interaction with the CEO of the company would report increased organizational 

identification relative to those who completed a control simulation. It was further 

predicted that the effect of imagined contact on organizational identification would be 

explained by improvements in attitudes towards the leader.  

Experiment 1A 

Participants 

Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). It 

has been suggested that the use of student samples who have limited experience of 

organizational settings may be problematic for studies employing organizational 

vignettes (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). This use of this online platform allowed us to 

collect data from a non-student sample in the wider community. A total of 150 

participants were recruited. Participants were all residents of the USA. The sample 

consisted of 77 males and 73 females, aged between 18 and 72 (M = 33.66, SD = 

10.89). Participants received $1 in exchange for their participation.  

Procedure To begin the experiment all participants read an organizational 

vignette. In order to encourage their immersion in the task, participants were told that 

the experiment was investigating the vividness of mental imagery (Aguinis & 

Bradley, 2014). They were asked to read the scenario as if they were actually 

experiencing the situation themselves. The scenario read that participants were 

employees of a marketing agency that we called ‘Flash Media’. The company was 
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said to operate across multiple offices, and have a large portfolio of work for a broad 

range of clients. An image of a company branding accompanied the text (full 

instructions are provided as an appendix).  

After reading this information which set the stage for the experiment, 

participants were randomly assigned to complete either the imagined contact or a 

control simulation in a between-subjects design. The imagined contact script was 

adapted from those used in the intergroup relations literature (Turner & Crisp, 2010). 

Participants were instructed: 

 “We would like you to imagine yourself meeting the CEO (Chief Executive 

Officer) of Flash Media. Imagine the interaction is relaxed, positive and 

comfortable”.   

Participants in the control condition completed a standard control simulation from the 

imagined contact domain, designed to be of approximately equal cognitive load to the 

experimental simulation (Turner, Crisp & Lambert, 2007). They were instructed: 

 “We would now like you to take a minute to imagine you are walking in the 

outdoors. Try to imagine aspects of the scene about you (e.g. it is a beach, are 

there trees, what’s on the horizon?)”.  

In both conditions participants were given one minute to complete the simulation and 

then wrote several lines to describe what they had imagined to reinforce the imagery.   

Participants then completed the dependent measures. Organizational 

identification was measured with Randsley de Moura, Abrams, Retter, Guannarsdottir 

and Ando’s (2009) scale, where items were created based on the original work of 

Abrams et al. (1998). Participants rated their agreement with seven items, each on a 
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five point likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). Sample items 

included, “I feel strong ties to this company”, “I feel proud to be a member of this 

company”. A higher score indicated higher organizational identification (α = .89). 

Evaluation of the CEO was measured with the General Evaluation Scale 

(Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Vope, & Ropp, 1997). Thinking about their role at Flash 

Media, participants were asked to indicate their feelings towards the company’s CEO 

on six, seven point semantic differential scales (warm-cold*, negative-positive, 

friendly-hostile*, suspicious-trusting, respect-contempt*, admiration-disgust*). Items 

marked with an asterisk were reverse scored, such that a higher score always indicated 

more positive evaluation of the CEO (α = .90).  

It has been recommended that researchers using commercial online 

recruitment platforms employ screening measures to prevent inattentive participants 

from introducing error to their studies (Meade & Craig, 2012). To this aim 

participants also completed an attention screen required them to answer ‘none of the 

above’ to a lure question and to type in the accompanying textbook ‘I read the 

instructions’ (adapted from Oppenheimer, Meyvis & Davidenko, 2009). Failure to do 

so constituted a failure in the attention screen. To conclude the experiment 

participants provided demographic information, and were thanked and debriefed. 

Results and Discussion 

A small number of participants failed the attention screen so their data was 

excluded from the analysis. Examination of the written responses also identified some 

participants who had completed the imagery task incorrectly (e.g. some participants 

imagined being the CEO rather than meeting the CEO). These participants were also 
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excluded from the analysis. The final sample size was 140, which included 70 males 

and 70 females, aged between 18 and 72 (M = 34.07, SD = 11.03).  

 Independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine the effect of imagined 

contact on the two dependent variables. The first t-test confirmed that participants in 

the imagined contact condition reported significantly higher organizational 

identification (M = 4.16, SD = 0.61) relative to the control (M = 3.88, SD = 0.76), t 

(138) = 2.44, p = .02, d = .41, 95% CI [.08, .75]. The second t-test confirmed that 

participants in the imagined contact condition also reported significantly greater 

evaluation of the CEO (M = 5.93, SD = 0.90), compared to the control (M = 5.33, SD 

= 0.95), t (138) = 3.82, p <.001, d = .65, 95% CI [.31, .99].  

 A mediational analysis was then conducted to examine whether the effect of 

imagined contact on organizational identification was explained by improvements in 

evaluation of the leader. Hayes (2013) PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 4) was 

used to conduct the analysis. Based on bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples, the mean 

estimate for the indirect effect was .34 (SE = .10) with a 95% confidence interval of 

.16 to .55. As zero did not fall within the confidence interval, the results indicate 

significant mediation. Full path estimates are displayed in Figure 1.  

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 
 

 The results of Experiment 1 provide initial evidence that an imagined contact 

technique can be used as a means of increasing organizational identification. All 

participants were asked to imagine they worked for a marketing company for the 

purpose of the study. Half the participants were then directed to imagine themselves 

engaging in a positive interaction with the leader of this company. Results 

demonstrated that these participants subsequently identified more strongly with the 
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organization relative to those in the control condition. As expected, this effect on 

group identification was explained by improved evaluation of the leader. 

One critique of Experiment 1A could be that, at least in part, the results are 

attributable to the salience of the organizational setting primed by the imagined 

contact task, rather than the contact with the organizational leader per se. In 

Experiment 1B we therefore added a further control condition in which participants 

imagined themselves in an organizational setting. Confirming that participants in the 

imagined contact condition displayed higher levels of organizational identification 

compared to those who imagine an outdoor scene and those who imagine an 

organizational scene would rule out this alternative context priming explanation.  

Experiment 1B 

Participants 

Participants were recruited through a British online recruitment tool, Prolific 

Academic. A total of 200 participants were recruited. Participants were all from the 

UK and the sample included 84 males and 116 females, aged between 18 and 80 (M = 

35.06, SD = 12.69). Participants received £1 in exchange for their participation.  

Procedure  

Participants read the same organization vignette as in Experiment 1A before 

being randomly assigned to either the imagined contact condition, or one of two 

control conditions; outdoor scene or organizational scene. The instructions for the 

imagined contact and outdoor scene control condition were identical to those in used 

in Experiment 1A. In the organizational scene control simulation instructions were 

modelled on the outdoor scene simulation script. Specifically participants were asked: 
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“We would like you to imagine you are in the office at Flash Media. Try to 

imagine aspects of the scene about you (e.g. are you sitting at a desk, what’s 

on the desk, what else can you see in the room?). 

In all conditions participants were given one minute to complete the 

simulation and then wrote a few lines to describe what they had imagined. The 

dependent measures, organizational identification (α = .93) and evaluation of the CEO 

(α = .91), were identical to those used in Experiment 1A. Participants also completed 

the same attention check screen.  

Results and Discussion 

A small number of participants who failed the attention check, or completed 

the imagery task incorrectly, were excluded from the analysis as in Experiment 1A. 

The final sample size was 180, which included 74 males and 106 females, aged 

between 18 and 80 (M = 35.77, SD = 12.96).  

A univariate ANOVA revealed a significant omnibus effect of condition on 

organizational identification, F (2, 177) = 2.91, p = .06, ηp
2 = .03 (see Figure 2). 

Pairwise comparisons revealed that organizational identification was significantly 

higher in the imagined contact condition (M = 4.09, SD = 0.62), compared to the 

outdoor scene control condition (M = 3.74, SD = 0.89) Mdiff = .35, 95% CI [.06, .64] p 

= .02. Organizational identification was also marginally higher in the imagined 

contact condition compared to the organizational scene control (M = 3.82, SD = .93), 

Mdiff = .27, 95% CI [.-03, .56], p = .08. Importantly, there was also no difference in 

organizational identification between the outdoor scene and organizational scene 

conditions p = .58.  
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[insert Figure 2 about here] 

A further univariate ANOVA revealed a similar effect of condition on 

evaluation of the CEO (F (2, 177) = 12.98, p <.001, ηp
2 = .13. Pairwise comparisons 

revealed that evaluation of the CEO was significantly higher in the imagined contact 

condition (M = 5.89, SD = 0.81), compared to the outdoor scene condition (M = 5.12, 

SD = 0.99) Mdiff = .78, 95% CI [.44, 1.11] p <.001, and the organizational scene 

condition (M = 5.18, SD = .94), Mdiff = .71, 95% CI [.37, 1.04], p <.001. Again, there 

was no difference in the evaluation of the CEO between the outdoor scene and 

organizational scene conditions, p = .69. 

A mediational analysis was then conducted to examine whether the effect of 

imagined contact on organizational identification could be accounted for by 

improvements in evaluation of the leader. Hayes (2013) MEDIATE macro for SPSS 

was used to conduct the analysis. Because the independent level had three levels, 

indicator coding was used to create two dummy variables. The imagined contact 

condition was treated as a reference group. The first dummy variable examined the 

effect of the imagined contact compared to the outdoor scene control (D1), and the 

second compared the effect of imagined contact relative to the organization scene 

control (D2). A bootstrapped analysis based on 5,000 resamples revealed a significant 

indirect effect of evaluation of the leader in both cases (D1: indirect effect = .46, SE = 

.12, 95% CI [.25, .71], D2: indirect effect = .42, SE = .11, 95% CI [.22, .65]). Full 

path estimates are displayed in Figure 3.  

[insert Figure 3 about here] 

Together, the results of Experiment 1A and 1B demonstrate that mentally 

simulating a positive interaction with an organizational leader can successfully elevate 
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organizational identification. The imagined contact effect was found to persist both 

when compared to a standard control simulation from the imagined contact domain 

where participants imagined an outdoor scene, and a new control condition where 

participants imagined an organizational environment. These results confirm that the 

effects of imagined contact with leaders on organizational identification does not 

simply involve priming an organizational mindset.  

In both studies, the effect of imagined contact on organizational identification 

was fully mediated by evaluation of the leader. Much like we observe in the 

intergroup contact literature then (Brown & Hewstone, 2005), after a (simulated) 

positive interaction with a group exemplar, individuals appeared to generalize their 

positive feelings towards the individual to the group as a whole. When applied to the 

organizational domain, we find that imagined contact with organizational leaders 

improves attitudes towards the leader, which then translates into heightened 

identification with the organization they represent.  

Experiment 2A and 2B 

Experiment 1 provided initial evidence that the mental simulation of a positive 

interaction with an organizational leader can be used as an effective tool to enhance 

organizational identification. This effect was mediated by improved evaluation of the 

leader. Experiment 2 sought to replicate these results within a real organizational 

context. Two field studies were conducted, one within a retail company (Experiment 

2A), and one within an insurance company (Experiment 2B).  
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Experiment 2A 

Participants  

Employees were recruited from a retail department store in Norfolk, UK. The 

store is part of a chain of nine shops within the East of England. Approximately 80 

people are employed within this branch. A researcher visited the store on three 

occasions across a two-week period and invited employees to take part in the study. If 

employees consented, the experiment was completed individually in quiet break 

room. A total of 59 participants were recruited. This included 33 males and 26 

females, aged between 17 and 63 (M = 30.37, SD = 11.30). All participants were 

British. The sample showed a good amount of variance in terms of the highest level of 

education completed (5.1% university, 3.4% higher professional education, 35.6% 

college/sixth form, 13.6% vocational training, 42.3% high school). Participants had 

worked for the company for an average of 4.12 years.  

Procedure 

Participants were informed that the purpose of the study was to examine 

organizational experiences and attitudes. The experiment began with the simulation 

manipulations. Participants were randomly assigned to either the imagined contact or 

control condition. The imagined contact instructions were adapted from Experiment 

1A and 1B. Participants were instructed: 

“We would like you to imagine yourself meeting the CEO of the organization 

you work for. Imagine the interaction is positive relaxed and comfortable”.  
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Having ruled out a priming effect in Experiment 1B, we reverted back to the 

outdoor scene control condition Experiment 2A. We also used an alternative measure 

of organizational identification in this experiment. Organizational identification was 

measured with an adapted Inclusion of the Other in Self scale (IoS, Aron, Aron & 

Smollan, 1992, see also Tropp & Wright, 2001). Aron and colleagues demonstrate the 

way people experience closeness to others can be successfully assessed by means of a 

series of overlapping circles. The more a person incorporates another person (or 

group) into their self-concept, the more likely they are to consider their relationship 

with the other as overlapping. Bergami and Bogozzi (2000) subsequently adapted this 

instrument to provide a measure organizational identification. Participants were 

presented with seven pairs of increasingly overlapping circles, one representing the 

self, and the other their employing organization. They indicated which pair of circles 

best describes their relationship with their employing organization, the greater the 

overlap between the circles, the higher the organizational identification (1 = no 

overlap, 7 = highest degree of overlap). 

The measure of evaluation of the leader was identical to that of Experiments 

1A and 1B and showed good internal reliability (α = .91). At the end of the 

experiment participants completed demographic information and were thanked and 

debriefed. It was explained that all responses were anonymous and that the employing 

organization would not have access to any of the questionnaires. 

Results and Discussion 

 Examination of the written responses confirmed that all participants completed 

the imagery task in line with instructions, so no exclusions were made. Independent 

samples t-tests were again conducted to examine the effect of the imagined contact 
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intervention on employees’ organizational identification and their evaluation of the 

CEO. The results demonstrated that participants in the imagined contact condition 

reported significantly higher levels of organizational identification (M = 3.42, SD = 

1.39), relative to the control (M = 2.25, SD = 1.43), t (57) = 3.19, p = .002, d = .83 

95% CI [.29, 1.36]. Participants in the imagined contact condition also reported 

significantly greater evaluation of the CEO (M = 5.26, SD = 1.17), compared to the 

control (M = 3.84, SD = 1.17), t (57) = 4.64, p <.001, d = 1.21 95% CI [.65, 1.76]. Of 

note, if length of participants’ employment at the company was included as a 

covariate the effect of imagined contact remained significant on both organizational 

identification, F(1, 56) = 10.30, p =.01,  ηp
2 = .16, and evaluation of the CEO, F(1, 

56) = 22.41, p <.001., ηp
2 = .29. 

[Insert Figure 4 about here] 

 In line with Experiment 1, a meditational analysis was then conduced to 

examine whether the effect of imagined contact on organizational identification was 

driven by improved evaluations of the leader. A bootstrapped procedure (Hayes, 

2013, Model 4) using 5,000 resamples confirmed the significance of the indirect 

effect, with a mean estimate of .89 (SE = .27) and a 95% confidence interval of .43 to 

1.50. Full path estimates are displayed in Figure 4.   

 The results of Experiment 2A successfully replicate the results of Experiment 

1 within a real organizational context. They provide initial evidence of the efficacy of 

imagined contact as a tool to increase organizational identification within the 

workplace. Further support in a real organizational context was sought in Experiment 

2B.  
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Experiment 2B 

Participants  

In Experiment 2B, employees working at a large insurance firm were 

recruited.  The firm operates in over 100 countries, employing over 25,000 people in 

total. The office we contacted was based in London which employs approximately 

3,000 people.  We were given access to a randomly determined subsample of 

employees. These individuals were sent an email inviting them to take part in the 

study from a central contact within the organization. Participants were informed that 

the purpose of the study was to examine organizational experiences and attitudes, and 

were assured that their data would only be used for research purposes. The email 

contained a link to the study, which could be completed online. We received a total 91 

respondents. This included 49 males and 41 females (one participant did not report 

their gender), aged between 21 and 60 (M = 39.48, SD = 9.51). The majority of the 

respondents were British (80.2%). The sample showed a good spread in terms of job 

level (66.0% senior, 13.2% junior, 1.1% trainee, 13.2% ‘other’) and highest level of 

education completed (61.5% university, 20% college/sixth form, 11.0% higher 

professional education, 4.4% high school and 2.2% other). Participants had worked 

for the company for an average of 7.46 years.  

Procedure 

To begin the experiment participants were randomly assigned to either the 

imagined contact or control condition. The imagined contact script was identical to 

that of Experiment 2A, except that the target of imagined contact became the global 

CEO in Experiment 2B, reflecting the fact that the firm comprises a variety of senior 

positions across the global markets they are based; however, it is the global CEO that 
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sits at the top of the organization as the public face of the company. We varied the 

control condition in Experiment 2B. Participants completed another commonly used 

simulation from the imagined contact domain in which they are asked to imagine 

meeting an unspecified stranger (e.g. Stathi & Crisp, 2008), which allowed us to 

control for any generalized positive affect arising from social interactions per se. 

Participants in the control condition were instructed: “We would like you to take a 

minute to imagine yourself meeting a stranger for the first time. Imagined the 

interaction is positive, relaxed and comfortable”.  

 The same measure of evaluation of the CEO was used, as in Experiment 2A, 

and we reverted back to multi-item scale of the organizational identification used in 

Experiment 1 (Randsley de Moura et al., 2009). Both measures showed good internal 

reliability (α = .90 & α = .70 respectively).  

Results and Discussion 

 Examination of the written responses confirmed that all participants completed 

the imagery task in line with instructions, so no exclusions were made. Independent 

samples t-tests demonstrated that participants in the imagined contact condition 

reported marginally significant greater organization identification (M = 3.88, SD = 

0.75), compared to the control, (M = 3.62, SD = 0.67), t (89) = 1.76, p = .08, d = .37, 

95% CI [-.04, .79]. This effect becomes fully significant if a one-tailed test is adopted 

(p =.04), which would be appropriate given our a priori expectation of the direction 

of change in line with previous results in this paper. Participants in the imagined 

contact condition also reported significantly greater evaluation of the CEO (M = 4.67, 

SD = 0.44), relative to the control (M = 4.42, SD = 0.52), t (89) = 2.45, p =.02, d = 

.51, 95% CI [.10, .93].  If the length of participants employment at the company and 
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their career level were included as covariates the effect of imagined contact remained 

significant on both organizational identification, F(1, 87) = 2.66, p =.10 (p =.05 one-

tailed) ηp
2 = .03, and evaluation of the CEO, F(1, 87) = 6.13, p =.02, ηp

2 = .07. 

[Insert Figure 5 about here] 

 A bootstrapped analysis (Hayes, 2013, Model 4) using 5,000 bootstrapped 

resamples confirmed the significance of the indirect effect of imagined contact on 

organizational identification via increased evaluation of the CEO with a mean 

estimate of .15 (SE = .07) and a 95% confidence interval of .05 to .33. Full path 

estimates are displayed in Figure 5.  

 Experiment 2successfully replicated the results of Experiment 1 within real 

organizational contexts. Participants in Experiment 2A were all employees at a retail 

department store, and those in Experiment 2B were employees at an insurance firm. 

Unlike the scenario experiments, participants had pre-existing relationships with the 

organization. Across both contexts, a simple cognitive intervention in which 

participants are asked to spend a few minutes imagining a positive interaction with the 

CEO of the company was sufficient to improve their feelings towards the leader and 

increase their identification with the organization.  

 We note that the effect size is somewhat smaller in Experiment 2B than 

Experiment 2A. There may be due to a number of factors, including the different 

occupational contexts and data collection methods (online vs. offline). Most notably, 

Experiment 2B employed a more stringent control condition in which participants 

were asked to imagine meeting an unspecified stranger, rather than an outdoor scene. 

The fact that the imagined contact effect still held against this new control allow us to 



Imagined interactions increase organizational identification  26 

 

rule out generalized positive affect arising from social interaction as an alternative 

explanation for effects. 

Experiment 3A and 3B 

Experiment 2A and 2B demonstrated that the effects of imagined contact on 

organizational identification replicate in a real organizational context, and when 

compared to a new control condition in which participants imagine contact with a 

non-relevant (non-organizational) stranger. While we can now rule out the alternative 

explanation that the tendency to socially affiliate with the organizational group is 

driven simply by the social interaction inherent in the task, it remains to be 

demonstrated that it is imagined contact with an organizational leader, specifically, 

that is important. As discussed early, we assume that organizational leaders are 

positioned particularly well to impact group identification because the leader is seen 

as representative - or prototypical - of the group, such that they embody the attributes 

that characterize the group (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003, 

van Knippenberg, 2011). To test this assertion more thoroughly we conducted two 

studies comparing the effectiveness of imagined contact with organizational leaders to 

imagined contact with organizational co-workers.  

Experiment 3A introduced imagined contact with an organizational co-worker 

as an additional condition. It was predicted that we may observe some increase in 

organizational identification after imagined contact with a co-worker compared to 

baselines by virtue of the co-worker’s membership within the group. However, when 

the target of imagined contact is the leader - who is maximally representative of the 

organization - positive contact is expected to translate most strongly into 

organizational identification. Experiment 3B went on to test this prototypicality 
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explanation. We measured the extent to which participants’ mental representation of 

their interaction partner (leader or coworker) overlapped with their mental 

representation of the organizational group. We expected that to a greater extent than a 

co-worker, the leader would be perceived as psychologically equivalent with the 

group, and this prototypicality would provide the medium through which simulated 

contact with organizational leaders would influence group-level identification.  

Experiment 3A 

Participants  

We reverted back to an organizational scenario method in line with 

Experiment 1. Participants were recruited through Prolific Academic. A total of 200 

participants were recruited from the UK. The sample consisted of 81 males and 119 

females, aged between 18 and 57 (M = 30.05, SD = 9.92). Participants received £1 in 

exchange for their participation.  

Procedure 

 All participants read the same organizational vignette as employed in 

Experiment 1. Participants were asked to imagine that they worked for Flash Media 

and their job role was briefly described. Participants were randomly assigned to one 

of three conditions; imagined contact with CEO, imagined contact with a co-worker, 

or control. We employed the outdoor scene control condition to provide a baseline 

comparison. The instructions for the imagined contact with CEO conditions were also 

identical to those used in Experiment 1. In the new, imagined contact with co-worker 

condition, participants received identical instructions but the target of imagined 

contact became a co-worker rather than the CEO. 
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Participants then completed the measure of organizational identification 

(Randsley de Moura et al, 2009) used in Experiment 1A, IB and 2B. As this 

experiment employed a commercial sample again, participants also completed the 

same attention screen as in Experiment 1A and 1B.  

Results and Discussion 

 In line with all previous studies it was decided a priori to remove any 

participants who had failed the attention screen, or whose written responses indicated 

that they had completed the imagery task incorrectly. The final sample size was 172, 

which included 67 males and 105 females, aged between 18 and 56 (M = 30.08, SD = 

9.86).  

A univariate ANOVA revealed a significant omnibus effect of condition on 

organizational identification, F (2, 169) = 3.42, p =.04, ηp
2 = .04 (see Figure 6). 

Pairwise comparisons revealed that organizational identification was significantly 

higher in the imagined contact with the CEO condition (M = 4.17, SD = 0.51), 

compared to the control condition (M = 3.85, SD = 0.78) Mdiff = .32, 95% CI [.07, .57] 

p = .01. Organizational identification was also significantly higher in the imagined 

contact with CEO condition compared to the imagined contact with co-worker 

condition (M = 3.92, SD = 0.66), Mdiff = .25, 95% CI [.01, .50], p = .05. There was no 

significant difference in organizational identification between the imagined contact 

with co-worker and the control condition, p = .56. 

[Insert Figure 6 about here]  

The results of Experiment 3A supported our prediction that it is imagined 

contact with organizational leaders that is important when it comes to increasing 

organizational identification. Although organizational identification was above 
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baseline in the imagined contact with co-worker condition, this difference was not 

statistically significant. It is, uniquely, imagined contact with the organizational leader 

that inspires organizational identification.  

In Experiment 3B we went on to test the mechanism hypothesized to underlie 

the superior impact of imagined contact with organizational leaders (vs. coworkers) 

by measuring participants’ perceptions of the prototypicality of their interaction 

partner. Perceived prototypically has frequently been examined as a moderator of the 

relationship between leadership performance and perceptions of effectiveness (e.g. 

Giessner, van Knippenberg & Sleebos, 2009; van Knippenberg & van Knippenberg, 

2005). Here, we measured perceived prototypically as a mediator, or process variable, 

in order to demonstrate that imagined contact with leaders increases organizational 

identification to a greater extent than imagined contact with co-worker because of 

their greater prototypicality. 

Experiment 3B 

Participants 

A total of 200 participants were recruited from the USA via Amazon’s MTurk. 

The sample consisted of 106 males and 94 females, aged between 19 and 65 (M = 

35.12, SD = 10.63).  

Procedure 

 We dropped the baseline control condition in Experiment 3B as the sole 

comparison of interest here was between the leaders and co-workers. Participants 

were randomly allocated to imagine contact with either the CEO, or a co-worker. 

Organizational identification was measured with the same measure as used in 

Experiment 1, 2B and 3A. Group prototypically of the interaction partner was 
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measured using an adapted IoS scale (Aron et al., 1992). In Experiment 2A we 

employed an IoS scale to measure the extent to which participant’s mental 

representation of the self and their employing organization overlapped (i.e. their 

organizational identification, Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000). Here, we adapted this 

measure to assess the extent to which participant’s representation of their interaction 

partner overlaps with their representation of the organization.  Participants were 

presented with seven pairs of increasingly overlapping circles, one which represents 

their interaction partner and one, which represents ‘Flash Media’. They indicated 

which pair of circles best describes the relationship between the person they imagined 

meeting and Flash Media, the greater the overlap between the circles, the more 

prototypical the individual is of the group (1 = no overlap, 7= highest degree of 

overlap).  

Results and Discussion 

Consistent with previous studies we excluded participants who failed the 

attention screen, or whose written responses indicated that they had not properly 

engaged with the simulation manipulations. The final sample size was 183, which 

consisted of 93 males and 90 females, aged between 19 and 65 (M = 35.07, SD = 

10.91).  

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the level of 

organizational identification in the two conditions. Levene’s test indicated the 

presence unequal variances (p =.01) so an unequal-variances t-test with adjusted 

degrees of freedom was employed. The test confirmed that organizational 

identification was significantly higher when participants imagined contact with the 

CEO (M = 4.31, SD = 0.44) compared to co-worker (M = 4.11 SD = 0.74), t (156.9) = 
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2.19, p =.03, d = .32, 95% CI [.03, .62]. A further t-test confirmed that the participants 

perceived their interaction partner to be significantly more prototypical of the 

organization in the imagined contact with CEO condition (M = 5.30, SD = 1.29) 

compared to the co-worker condition (M = 4.67, SD = 1.09), t (181) = 3.59, p <.001, d 

= .53, 95% CI [.24, .80].  

[Insert Figure 7 about here] 

A mediational analysis was then conducted to examine whether the effect of 

imagined contact with the leader (vs. co-worker) on organizational identification was 

accounted for by the increased prototypically of this interaction partner.  A 

bootstrapped analysis (Hayes, 2013, Model 4) based on 5,000 resamples confirmed 

the significance of this indirect effect, which a mean estimate of .06 (SE = .03) and a 

95% confidence interval of .01 to .15. Full path estimates are displayed in Figure 7. 

In line with results of Experiment 3A, Experiment 3B demonstrated that 

imagined contact with an organizational leader increased organizational identification 

to a greater extent than imagined contact with a co-worker. Here, we also 

demonstrated that the superior impact of imagined contact with a leader was 

explained by the higher degree of group prototypically possessed by the leader. To a 

greater extent than a co-worker, the leader is perceived as psychologically equivalent 

with the group. Mentally simulating a positive interaction with the leader increases 

identification with the organizational group by virtue of their prototypically.  

Experiment 4 

The results of Experiment 1 - 3 provide consistent evidence that the mental 

simulation of a positive interaction with organizational leaders can be used as a tool to 
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enhance organizational identification. The aim of Experiment 4 was to extend this 

model by examining the consequences of the identification processes enabled by 

imagined contact.  As we discussed earlier, organizational identification is important 

because when an individual strongly identifies with his or her organization, they will 

be more motivated to behave in a ways that promotes or maintains the interests of the 

group (Lee et al., 2015; Riketta, 2005). Here we focused specifically on 

organizational citizenship behaviors. Organizational citizenship behaviors are 

generally conceived as voluntary extra-role behaviors that are beneficial to the 

organization (Organ, 1988) and are known to predict productivity and profitability at 

the organizational level (Koys, 2001; Podsakoff, Ahearne & MacKenzie, 1997).  

Organizational identification is known to be a strong and reliable predictor of 

organizational citizenship behaviors (van Dick et al., 2006). Accordingly, in 

Experiment 4 we tested whether imagined contact with an organizational leader 

would increase individuals’ willingness to engage in organizational citizenship 

behaviors.  

We previously demonstrated that the effect of imagined contact on 

organizational identification was mediated by improved evaluation of the leader. In 

Experiment 4, we extend this meditational model by considering evaluation and 

organizational identification as sequential mediators of the effect of imagined contact 

on willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors. More specifically, 

we predicted and tested a pathway in which imagined contact increases evaluation of 

the leader, which generalizes to increase identification with the organizational group, 

which, then increases willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors.  
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Participants 

A total of 200 individuals were recruited from the USA via Amazon’s MTurk. 

The sample consisted of 118 males and 81 females (one participant did not indicate 

their gender), aged between 18 and 65 (M = 30.66, SD = 9.25) 

Procedure 

 A same experimental protocol from previous scenario studies was adopted. As 

we had now ruled out effects arising from imagined contact with a stranger 

(Experiment 2B) or with a co-worker (Experiment 3A & 3B) we reverted back to the 

original, outdoor scene simulation as a baseline in Experiment 4. Participants in the 

experimental condition completed the standard imagined contact with CEO imagery 

task. 

Organizational identification and evaluation of the CEO were measured with 

the same scales used in previous studies (Randsley de Moura et al., 2009; Wright et 

al., 1997). Willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors was 

measured with the organizational citizenship behavior intentions instrument 

developed by Williams and Shiaw (1999). Considering their role at Flash Media, 

participants were asked to rate how likely they think they would be to engage in a 

number of behaviors. Sample behaviors included “A colleague seems to be having 

work problems. Your workload is manageable. How likely are you to help him/ or her 

in any way to clear the work?”, and “Someone mentions that there is a function which 

is not compulsory for all employees to attend but it will look better if more employees 

of the organization are going. How likely are you to go?” Participants responded to a 

total of 11 items on a 7-point Likert scale, (1 = Not at all likely, 7 = Very likely). 
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Items were scored such that a higher value indicated higher intentions to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors (α = .76).   

Results and Discussion 

 As in previous studies we included methods to identify careless respondents. 

Participants who failed the attention screen, or whose written responses indicated that 

they had not completed the simulation in line with instructions were excluded from 

the analyses. The final sample size was 181, which included 105 males and 76 

females, aged between 18 and 65 (M = 31.12, SD = 9.36).  

 We first conducted a series of independent samples t-test to examine the direct 

effect of imagined contact (vs. control) on each of the dependent variables. Levene’s 

test indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated for 

evaluation of the CEO, so degrees of freedom were adjusted. In line with predictions, 

results revealed that evaluation of the CEO was significantly higher in the imagined 

contact (M = 6.12, SD = 0.80) compared to the control condition (M = 5.08, SD = 

1.07), t (167.13) = 7.34, p <.001, d = 1.09, 95% CI [0.78, 1.40].  Unequal variances 

were also apparent in organizational identification. The adjusted test revealed that 

organizational identification was significantly higher in the imagined contact 

condition (M = 4.31, SD = 0.52), compared to the control (M = 3.61, SD = 0.86), t 

(150.23) = 6.65, p <.001, d = .99, 95% CI [.68, 1.30]. Willingness to engage in 

organization citizenship behaviors was also significantly higher in the imagined 

contact condition, (M = 5.11, SD = 0.78) compared to the control (M = 4.86, SD = 

0.78), t (179) = 2.10, p =.04, d = .31, 95% CI [.02, .61].  

[Insert Figure 8 about here] 
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A mediational analysis was then conducted with two serial mediators using a 

bootstrapped procedure (Hayes, 2013, Model 6). Figure 8 shows the full coefficients 

for the model with imagined contact condition as the independent variable, and 

evaluation of the CEO and organizational identification as multiple mediators 

operating in sequence on the dependent variable, willingness to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors. The path coefficients indicate that imagined 

contact exerted a significant effect on evaluation of the CEO. Evaluation of the CEO 

then predicted organizational identification, which in turn was positively associated 

with willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors. The mean estimate 

for the serial indirect effect of imagined contact on willingness to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors was .15 (SE = 0.06), with a 95% CI of .05 to .29. 

Since zero fell outside of this interval, it can be concluded that the effect of imagined 

contact on willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors was 

explained by elevated evaluation of the CEO, and organizational identification, in 

turn. 1 

In Experiment 4 we replicated the finding that after imagined contact with an 

organizational leader participants liked this individual more and identified more 

strongly with the organization they represent. We then extended this model by 

demonstrating that this heightened identification is translated into increased 

willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors.   

General Discussion 

The importance of identity in shaping peoples’ relationships to organizations 

is widely acknowledged. Through identification, individuals’ take the organization’s 

goals as their own, motivating behavior in the group interest (van Knippenberg, 

2000). In this paper, we developed a tool to increase organizational identification 
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based on principles of mental simulation. We found that imagined contact with 

organizational leaders improved individuals’ feelings towards the leader, and 

identification with the organization they represent.  

Confidence in the ability of imagined contact to increase organizational 

identification is bolstered not just by replication across seven experiments, but also by 

the fact that the studies employed different samples (UK, USA) and different methods 

(scenario experiments, field experiments).  In the scenario experiments, participants 

read an organizational vignette and were asked to imagine that they worked for the 

company described. Participants in the experimental condition imagined themselves 

engaging in a positive interaction with the CEO of the company before rating their 

feelings toward the CEO and their identification with the organization. In the field 

studies, participants completed the dependent variables with reference to their real 

employing organization after imagining a positive interaction with the CEO of that 

company. The intervention was successful across both contexts. 

We also replicate the effect of imagined contact against a variety of control 

conditions. We first employed an outdoor scene control simulation that is commonly 

used in imagined intergroup contact research. Confirming the success of the 

intervention compared to this control allowed us to be confident that effects were not 

just to do with the cognitive load required to engage in mental simulation. We then 

used a control in which participants imagined themselves in an organizational 

environment, allowing us to confirm that effects were not merely due to the salience 

of the organizational setting primed by the imagined contact task. In Experiment 2B 

participants in the control condition were asked to imagine engaging in a social 

interaction with an unspecified stranger. This stranger then became a fellow 

organizational member, a co-worker in Experiment 3A and 3B. Supporting our 
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hypotheses, we found that there is something special about mentally simulating 

contact with the leader specifically that cultivates organization identification.  

Mental simulation techniques have previously been applied to help people 

achieve greater performance in sport, better health and exercise outcomes, and even to 

improve relations between different ethnic groups (for review see Crisp et al., 2011).  

This paper represents the first application of these principles to organizational 

behavior. The principle benefit of simulation techniques is that they can be applied 

with little difficulty or expense. We suggest that imagined contact techniques may 

offer managerial teams with a low-cost, simple and flexible means of encouraging 

employees to see themselves, and act as, members of the organizational group. Based 

on this research we might expect internal communications from the CEO to inspire 

great commitment when they are imbued with language that draws on imagined 

contact. The CEO could use rhetoric that brings to mind a positive, identity-imbed 

imagined interaction, e.g., “if you met me in the corridor, what would you tell me you 

love about our company”. Such techniques may be particularly useful in large, 

multinational corporations, where little prospect of actually meeting the CEO exists.  

 In both the field studies conducted within this investigation, participants were 

unlikely to have had any direct interaction experience with the CEO of the 

organization. Both organizations were branches of a larger company, which the CEO 

sits at the top of. It may be fruitful to consider whether interventions based on contact 

with more immediate authority figures (e.g. store managers, supervisors, line 

managers) may also provide an effective means of increasing organizational 

identification. Indeed, contact may be easier to implement directly at the work-group 

level, without the need for indirect solutions. However, this approach runs the risk of 

motivating behavior in the interest of the specific work-group and not necessarily the 
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organization as a whole, and may even create hostility between different workgroups 

(e.g. Christ, Van Dick, Wagner, & Stellmacher, 2003, van Knippenberg & Van Schie, 

2003). We suggest that imagined contact may represent a means to overcome this 

apparent paradox: Through imagined contact we are able to capitalize upon the 

beneficial effects that interaction with leaders as the ultimate representative of an 

organization provide, but are more difficult to establish. 

In contexts where leaders and followers do meet each other, it will be 

important for future research to consider whether the imagined contact effects may be 

moderated by the quality of direct interactions. Encouragingly, research in intergroup 

relations demonstrates that imagined contact techniques can improve intergroup 

attitudes even in the face of prior negative experiences with outgroup members (Birtel 

& Crisp, 2012). It will be important for future research to establish how far imagined 

contact can override direct experiences with organizational authorities. Similarly, 

research should consider how easily imagined contact effects might be overruled by 

subsequent direct encounters, or whether imagined and direct contact may have 

additive effects.  

In the present investigation participants were always asked to imagine a 

positive interaction with the organizational leader. Some research in the intergroup 

relations domain has recently examined the impact of negative imagined interactions.   

Findings suggest that negative imagined contact functions in the opposite way to 

positive contact, increasing rather than reducing prejudice in this case (Harwood, 

Paolini, Joyce, Rubin, & Arroyo, 2011). Given that the impact of imagined negative 

contact have already been established in the broader literature, and these effects 

appear to be straightforward (i.e. they have an unqualified negative impact), here we 

focused on the most effective way to apply the benefits of positive imagined contact 
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to provide a tool to enhance employment employee’s engagement in organizational 

settings.  Future research should seek to further refine the optimizing conditions for 

this intervention. For instance, we note that the wording used in the simulation 

instructions, and in other imagined contact scripts, would be classified within the 

circumplex model of emotions (Larsen & Diener, 1992) as positive, but “low 

activated” terms (i.e. relaxed, positive and comfortable). It may be fruitful for future 

studies to employ more “high activated” terms (e.g. exciting, stimulating, energizing). 

Research surrounding transformational and charismatic leadership (Ashkanasy, 2003; 

Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000) would suggest that imagining positive, high activated 

interactions with organizational leaders may lead to even stronger organizational 

identification and assessment of the CEO.  

Similarly, We found in Experiment 3B that the superior effects of imagined 

contact with organizational leaders compared to co-workers was driven by leaders’ 

greater perceived prototypicality. Of course, prototypicality also varies within leaders. 

We may expect imagined contact to have stronger effects on group level identification 

when the leader is perceived (or portrayed) as highly prototypical, but weaker effects 

in cases where the leader is not necessarily prototypical of the group (e.g. the only 

female in an all-male team). Models of leader-follower identity transfer suggest, 

however, that high perceived leader identification can compensate for low 

prototypicality. Leaders who are seen to be highly identified with the group can elicit 

personal identification amongst their followers, even if they are not necessarily 

regarded as representative of that group (e.g. Steffens et al., 2015; van Dick & Schuh, 

2010). We did not measure perceived leader identification in the present investigation, 

however, it may be fruitfully studied as an alternative explanatory pathway in future 

research. When leader prototypicality is low, imagined contact may still be effective if 
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the leader is perceived as highly identified with the organization, which then spills 

over to personal identification.  

It will also be important consider how long lasting the effects of imagined 

contact on organizational identification are. Previous use of imagined contact 

techniques within the intergroup relations domain help alleviate concerns that the 

effects of the intervention will be transient. Studies have shown that individuals who 

imagine a positive interaction with an outgroup member show improvements in 

intergroup attitudes when measured one week after the intervention (Stathi, Cameron, 

Hartley, Bradford, 2014; Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, & Giovanni, 2012). Implementing 

delayed testing will be an important next step for this application to organizational 

contexts. In a sense, however, the transience or intransience of the intervention is not 

of critical importance. Imagined contact strategies may be expected to be just like any 

of these techniques – the greater exposure, the greater impact on (in this case) 

organizational identification. We know that, as a rule, attitudinal interventions are 

more effective with greater exposure (Bornstein, 1989). It may be the case that with 

programmatic interventions simulated contact techniques will reinforce and sustain 

improvements organizational identification.  

 Finally, it may also be interesting for future research to consider whether the 

methods developed in this paper may facilitate identification with organizations to 

which individuals do not belong. The concept of organizational identification has 

been extended to the context of customer-company relations (Ahearne, Bhattacharya, 

& Gruden, 2005; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Through customer-company 

identification individuals become champions of the companies with whom they 

identify. Highly identified customers tend to purchase more and recommend the 

company and its products to others more (Ahearne et al., 2005). Anecdotally, there 
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are many examples of companies where the leader is emblematic of the organization, 

and acts a communicator of company identity (e.g. Steve Jobs and Apple, Richard 

Branson and Virgin). Future research may consider whether imagery techniques based 

on the simulation of contact with these individuals may provide a tool to build strong 

customer relationships. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we develop a simple and versatile tool to increase organization 

identification based on the mental simulation of social interaction with organizational 

leaders. We show that imagining positive contact with organizational leaders 

improves attitudes towards this individual, which then translate into increased 

identification with the organization they represent. This effect replicated in both 

scenario experiments and in real organizational contexts and was specific to simulated 

contact leaders as a prototype of the group. As a result of heightened organizational 

identification following imagined contact with leaders, individuals expressed 

heightened intentions to participate in activities that advance the interests of the 

organization.  These techniques developed in this paper are highly flexible and easily 

applicable, and may provide a simple step towards achieving a more motivated and 

productive workforce.  



Imagined interactions increase organizational identification  42 

 

Notes 

1. As well as testing the sequential mediational effect, the Hayes (2012) PROCESS 

macro, Model 6, also tests specific indirect effects. These were also significant in 

Experiment 4, which includes, a) the effect of imagined contact on willingness to 

engage in organizational citizenship behaviors through leader evaluation only (mean 

estimate = .28, SE = 0.09, 95% CI [.12, .47] ), and b) the effect of imagined contact 

on organizational citizenship behaviors through organizational identification only 

(mean estimate = .04, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [.01, .11]).   
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Evaluation of the CEO 

Organizational 

Identification  

Condition (0 = control, 

1 = imagined contact) 

.60 (.16)*** .56 (.04) *** 

.29 (.12) ** [-.05 (.08)] 

Figure 1. Mediational model of the relationship between imagined contact and organizational 

identification through evaluation of the CEO (Experiment 1A). 

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in 

parentheses. The direct effect after controlling for the mediator is shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 
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Figure 2. Mean level of organizational identification per condition (Experiment 1B). 
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Evaluation of the 

CEO 

Organizational 

identification  

D1 

.78 (.17)*** 

.70 (.17)*** 

.59 (.05) *** 

.26 (.15)* [.15 (.12)] 

Figure 3. Mediational model of the relationship between imagined contact and organizational 

identification through evaluation of the CEO (Experiment 1B). D1 tests the effect of imagined 

contact compared to the outdoor scene control. D2 tests the effect of the imagined contact 

compared to the organizational scene control.  

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in 

parentheses. Direct effects after controlling for the mediator are shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 

 

D2 

.35 (.15)** [.11 (.12)]  



Imagined interactions increase organizational identification  59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Evaluation of the CEO 

Organizational 

identification  

Condition (0 = control, 

1 = imagined contact) 

1.42 (.31)*** 

1.17 (.37) ** [.28 (.37)] 

.62 (.14) *** 

Figure 4. Mediational model of the relationship between imagined contact and organizational 

identification through evaluation of the CEO (Experiment 2A). 

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in 

parentheses. The direct effect when controlling for the mediation is shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 
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Evaluation of the CEO 

Organizational 

identification  

Condition (0 = control, 

1 = imagined contact) 

.25 (.10)** 

.26 (.05) * [.11 (.14)] 

.63 (.14) *** 

Figure 5. Mediational model of the relationship between imagined contact and organizational 

identification through evaluation of the CEO (Experiment 2B). 

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in 

parentheses. The direct effect after controlling for the mediator is shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 
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Figure 6. Mean level of organizational identification per condition (Experiment 3A). 
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Organizational 

identification  

Condition (0 = imagined 

contact with co-worker, 1 = 

imagined contact with 

CEO) 

.63 (.17)*** 

.20 (.09) ** [.14 (.09)]  

.09 (.04) ** 

Perceived 

prototypically of 

interaction partner 

Figure 7. Mediational model of the relationship between imagined contact with CEO (vs. imagined 

contact with co-worker) and organizational identification through perceived prototypically of the 

interaction partner (Experiment 3B). 

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in 

parentheses. The direct effect after controlling for the mediator is shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 
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1.03 (0.14)*** 

Condition (0 = control, 

1 = intervention) 

Evaluation of the CEO Organizational 

identification  

Willingness to engage 

in organizational 

citizenship behaviors  

.54 (0.04)*** 

.28 (0.08)** 

.25 (0.12)** [-.23 (.12)*] 

Figure 8. A serial mediation model tested in Experiment 4 in which imagined contact (independent variable) exerts an indirect effect on willingness 

to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors (dependent variable) through evaluation of the CEO (Mediator 1) and organizational identification 

(Mediator 2).  

Note: Path estimates represent unstandardized coefficients.  Standard errors presented in parentheses. The direct effect after controlling for the 

mediator is shown in brackets. 

 *p < .10  **p < .05  *** p<.01. 
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Appendix 

 

Organizational Vignette 

 

 

 

 

 We would like you to imagine that you work for a company named Flash 

Media. Flash media is a marketing agency. Their business involves creating, 

planning and producing advertising campaigns for client groups. The company 

has been established for over 50 years. They have multiple offices across the 

country and a large portfolio of work for a broad range of clients. They 

employ over 600 members of staff. On a day-to-day basis your job involves 

taking briefs from clients and liaising with designers and programmers to 

ensure that projects are delivered on time and to specification.  
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