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SI – Psychological Foundations

Family business researchers have long been interested in 
understanding the influence of chief executive officers 
(CEOs; Barach & Ganitsky, 1995; Braun & Sharma, 
2007; Dumas, 1990; Tsai et al., 2006). Consistent with 
this interest, a wealth of studies have examined how 
CEOs’ characteristics are manifested in the strategic 
choices of family firms (e.g., Boling et  al., 2016; 
Campbell et al., 2019; Picone et al., 2014). The underly-
ing logic of this stream of research builds on the premise 
of bounded rationality (Cyert & March, 1963; March & 
Simon, 1958) and is often guided by upper echelons 
theory, which posits that individual characteristics shape 
executives’ interpretations of the situations they face 
and, in turn, the choices they make for their organiza-
tions (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Studies also note that 
this logic is particularly important to family businesses 
(Sharma et al., 2020) given that the unique ownership 
structure of family firms allows CEOs to exert greater 
influence in organizational decisions compared with 

nonfamily firms (Nicholson, 2008). As such, family 
business researchers have found considerable evidence 
that a number of CEO characteristics have a significant 
impact on the decisions and choices family businesses 
make. For example, Ahrens et al. (2019) explore family 
versus nonfamily CEOs and their educational levels and 
commitment to the status quo, while Campbell et  al. 
(2019) investigate how CEO birth order affects risk tak-
ing. Likewise, Gomez-Mejia et  al. (2019) investigate 
family and nonfamily CEO risk aversion and risk 
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In this study, we build on upper echelons theory and insights from psychology to suggest that CEO Machiavellianism 
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seeking, while Kelleci et al. (2019) examine the differ-
ences in family and nonfamily CEO personality traits.

However, despite significant insights regarding 
CEOs in family firms (Barach & Ganitsky, 1995; Braun 
& Sharma, 2007; Dumas, 1990), almost no attention has 
been devoted to one of the most prominent qualities 
seen in some CEOs: Machiavellianism (Nsehe, 2011). 
Machiavellianism is a personality trait that refers to 
individuals’ tendency to invoke interpersonal strategies 
that advocate deep self-interest, deception, manipula-
tion, and the exploitation of others (Christie & Geis, 
1970). Furthermore, individuals high in Machiavellianism 
are characterized by a pragmatic focus on the outcomes 
of exchanges and a psychological obsession with win-
ning in social transactions (McHoskey, 1999; Wiggins 
& Broughton, 1985). As noted in articles in the popular 
press (Kinni, 2013), Machiavellianism is a prevalent 
bias that guides the decisions of corporate executives 
toward social transactions (Tobak, 2011) and is consid-
ered to be more pronounced in CEOs than in the general 
population (Nsehe, 2011). As such, a better understand-
ing of the implications of CEO Machiavellianism is par-
ticularly important for the family business literature 
since such a prevalent cognitive bias in CEOs suggests 
an alternative means by which executives affect strate-
gic choices besides the classical mechanisms of familial 
biases argued to explain the actions of family firms (e.g., 
Zellweger et al., 2013).

Considering the unique psychological bias of 
Machiavellianism (Wiggins & Broughton, 1985), we 
examine the effect that CEO Machiavellianism has on 
strategic alliances, or voluntary agreements between 
two or more CEOs to pursue agreed-upon objectives for 
their organizations while remaining independent (Das & 
Teng, 1998). Of the many strategic decisions CEOs may 
make, strategic alliances are unique in that they might 
both be attractive to more Machiavellian CEOs and 
allow them to fulfill their personal desires (e.g., self-
interest, deception, manipulation, and the exploitation of 
others). In this study, we propose that firms led by more 
Machiavellian CEOs are more likely to enter strategic 
alliances to fulfill their need to manipulate, control, and 
exploit others but these same manipulative behaviors 
negatively affect the sustainability of their strategic alli-
ances, or a firm’s ability to maintain its alliance activities 
over time. Furthermore, as the owning family often inter-
venes and mitigates concerns regarding the firm or its 
leadership (Ward, 2016), we also argue that any concerns 

that (potential) alliance partners might have about 
Machiavellian CEOs are diminished with increased fam-
ily ownership, therefore making it more likely that firms 
will partner with more Machiavellian CEOs and less 
likely that concerned partners will attempt to end alli-
ances as family ownership in the firm increases. Taken 
together, our study offers a number of contributions to 
family business and strategic leadership research.

Theory and Hypotheses

Upper Echelons Theory

Building on the premise of bounded rationality that 
stems from the Carnegie Mellon school of thought 
(Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958), research-
ers have used upper echelons theory to trace a variety of 
organizational decisions and actions to the characteris-
tics of CEOs (e.g., Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011; 
Hayward & Hambrick, 1997; Li & Tang, 2010). As 
Hambrick (2007) notes, upper echelons theory, which 
states that “executives’ experiences, values, and person-
alities greatly influence their interpretations of the situa-
tions they face and, in turn, affect their choices” (p. 
334), is constructed of two interconnected parts: (1) 
executives act on the basis of their personalized inter-
pretations of the situations they face and (2) these per-
sonalized interpretations of strategic situations are a 
function of the executives’ experiences, values, and per-
sonalities (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). As such, upper 
echelons theory builds on the premise of bounded ratio-
nality (Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958) to 
suggest that CEO characteristics provide important fil-
tering processes that ultimately predict the behaviors 
and decisions of organizations.

Despite the proliferation of research on CEO charac-
teristics, almost no attention has been devoted to 
Machiavellianism in CEOs despite its prevalence (Nsehe, 
2011). The popular press often alludes to both the preva-
lence of Machiavellianism in CEOs, particularly com-
pared with the public at large, and the role this personality 
trait plays in executive decisions (e.g., Kinni, 2013; 
Nsehe, 2011; Tobak, 2011). While Machiavellianism has 
not been extensively examined among CEOs, many stud-
ies in psychology and the organizational behavior litera-
ture have examined this trait in other individuals (e.g., 
Dahling et al., 2009; Greenbaum et al., 2017). Given the 
lack of research on Machiavellianism in CEOs, we first 
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provide a brief review of the literature and discuss the 
implications of the trait in the executive arena.

The Concept of Machiavellianism

Machiavellianism is a personality trait that captures 
one’s tendency to “distrust others, engage in amoral 
manipulation, seek control over others, and seek status 
for oneself (Dahling et al., 2009, p. 219). Christie and 
Geis (1970) originally introduced the construct of 
Machiavellianism in academic literature through a series 
of studies focused on how the leaders of political and 
religious extremist groups manipulated their subordi-
nates to meet their own demands. Throughout their 
work, Christie and Geis interpreted these manipulative 
behaviors in light of historical perspectives of power, 
most notably the one espoused in The Prince by Niccolo 
Machiavelli (1513/1966).

Since Christie and Geis’s (1970) introduction of 
Machiavellianism in academic research, scholars in vari-
ous disciplines have studied this personality trait in indi-
viduals (Jones & Paulhus, 2009; Paulhus & Williams, 
2002). Specifically, organizational behavior and psy-
chology scholars helped develop and subsequently refine 
the construct of Machiavellianism, both identifying its 
underlying facets (Dahling et al., 2009) and linking the 
construct to myriad outcomes (Smith et al., 2018). As the 
construct has developed, Machiavellianism has come  
to be conceptualized as having four underlying facets: 
(1) distrust in others, (2) desire for control, (3) desire for 
status, and (4) amoral manipulation. Several studies have 
affirmed that these tenets cohere as a unitary personality 
construct (Furnham et al., 2013; Judge et al., 2009). As 
such, the chief manifestations of Machiavellianism cen-
ter on an individual’s desire to manipulate and gain con-
trol over others (Christie & Geis, 1970), as is consistent 
with their “willingness to utilize manipulative tactics 
and act amorally and endorse a cynical, untrustworthy 
view of human nature” (Dahling et al., 2009, p. 219).

While Machiavellianism has largely been unstudied 
among CEOs, general insights that have emerged over 
decades of research in psychology and organizational 
behavior also provide insight into how Machiavellian 
CEOs might behave. For instance, studies have found 
that individuals high in Machiavellianism almost con-
tinuously engage in deception (Geis & Moon, 1981; 
Wilson et al., 1996) since such individuals are more con-
vincing liars than individuals with lower levels of 
Machiavellianism (Geis & Moon, 1981). Studies also 

find that these individuals are less trustworthy 
(Gunnthorsdottir et  al., 2002), engage in emotional 
manipulation (Austin et al., 2007), and are less likely to 
identify with ethical leadership processes in the work-
place (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012). Combining these 
findings with the central tenets of upper echelons theory 
(Hambrick & Mason, 1984), we expect that CEOs 
higher in Machiavellianism will lead their firms to 
engage in more deceptive (Geis & Moon, 1981; Wilson 
et al., 1996) and manipulative (Austin et al., 2007) firm 
behaviors as well. More specifically, we examine one 
firm behavior that is especially attributable to deceptive 
and manipulative CEOs—strategic alliances (Das & 
Teng, 1998; Williamson & Ouchi, 1981). Accordingly, 
we build on upper echelons theory (Hambrick & Mason, 
1984) and Machiavellianism research (Christie & Geis, 
1970; Dahling et al., 2009; Jones & Paulhus, 2009) to 
examine how Machiavellian CEOs influence their firms’ 
alliance activity.

CEO Machiavellianism and Strategic Alliances

Research in psychology and management has noted that 
individuals high in Machiavellianism have a desire to 
manipulate, control, and exploit other individuals as a 
result of their inherent dark personality (Brinke et  al., 
2015; Christie & Geis, 1970; Paal & Bereczkei, 2007; 
O’Boyle et al., 2012). These so-called “master manipu-
lators” often engage in unethical behaviors since they 
adhere to the view that any means necessary can be used 
to maintain power and control (see, e.g., Dahling et al., 
2009; Kessler et  al., 2010; Machiavelli, 1513/1966; 
Maritain, 1942). For instance, researchers have found 
that higher levels of Machiavellianism drive individuals 
to steal (Fehr et al., 1992; Harrell & Hartnagel, 1976), 
lie excessively (Kessler et al., 2010), cheat (Cooper & 
Peterson, 1980; Greenbaum et al., 2017), and engage in 
unethical and counterproductive behaviors at work 
(Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; O’Boyle et al., 2012) due to 
their extreme focus on self-interest and personal gain.

The inherent tendencies of more Machiavellian indi-
viduals to control others and use them as instruments for 
personal gain (Christie & Geis, 1970, Linton & Wiener, 
2001; Paal & Bereczkei, 2007; Whiten & Byrne, 1988) 
can be expected to shape how Machiavellian CEOs view 
alliance opportunities for their firm and, in turn, influ-
ence their engagement in such strategies. Strategic alli-
ances offer CEOs a unique environment that exposes 
both their firm and any partners to unusual business 
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risks, such as “breaking promises, not sharing resources 
or facilities as per agreement, bluffing, lying, mislead-
ing, misrepresenting, distorting, cheating, misappropri-
ating, stealing, etc.” (Das & Rahman, 2001, p. 43). As 
such, the unique environment of strategic alliances that 
exposes each firm to opportunistic exploitation by their 
partner (Williamson & Ouchi, 1981) can be expected to 
attract more Machiavellian CEOs since it provides an 
opportunity for them to fulfill their need to manipulate, 
control, and exploit other individuals (Brinke et  al., 
2015; Christie & Geis, 1970; Paal & Bereczkei, 2007). 
Furthermore, the nature of Machiavellian individuals to 
proactively seek out opportunities to take advantage of 
others (e.g., Christie & Geis, 1970; Greenbaum et  al., 
2017; O’Boyle et al., 2012) can be expected to encour-
age more Machiavellian CEOs to actively seek out and 
pursue strategic alliances. Therefore, we expect that 
organizations led by more Machiavellian CEOs are 
more likely to engage in strategic alliances than firms 
led by less Machiavellian CEOs. Consistent with this 
logic, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1: There will be a positive relationship 
between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic alli-
ance engagement.

As argued above, we expect that organizations led by 
more Machiavellian CEOs are more likely to engage in 
strategic alliances since it provides them an opportunity 
to fulfill their need to manipulate, control, and exploit 
others (Brinke et al., 2015; Christie & Geis, 1970; Paal 
& Bereczkei, 2007). While we expect their need to 
manipulate and control other individuals to drive 
engagement in strategic alliances with other firms, the 
same conflicting behaviors that characterize more 
Machiavellian CEOs might also have negative conse-
quences on their ability to manage and sustain their alli-
ance activity. Stated differently, we expect that the 
manipulative and controlling behaviors of more 
Machiavellian CEOs will be viewed unfavorably by 
their alliance partners and result in less sustainable alli-
ance activities over time.

Throughout the literature, researchers have produced 
considerable theory and evidence that the decision to 
sustain and maintain a strategic alliance is strongly  
connected to the alliance behaviors and the reputation  
of a firm for its ability to be a trustworthy partner (Owen-
Smith & Powell, 2004; Podolny, 2001; Stern et  al., 

2014). Studies have shown that the ability of firms to 
sustain strategic alliances strongly relies on ties within 
each firm’s governance (Krishnan et al., 2016), as CEOs 
in each organization monitor one another’s actions to 
make decisions on whether or not to maintain or reverse 
the alliance partnership (Arend & Seale, 2005). These 
decisions regarding whether or not to exit a specific 
partnership are often a function of the perception of the 
CEO (Brouthers et al., 1995), as alliances can be exited 
quickly given that they are inherently designed to be less 
binding (Harrison et al., 2001).

For more Machiavellian CEOs, we argue, the tenden-
cies to manipulate and control others will result in less 
sustainable strategic alliances. As more Machiavellian 
CEOs enter partnerships with other organizations, their 
inherent tendency to control others and use them as 
instruments for personal gain (Christie & Geis, 1970, 
Linton & Wiener, 2001; Paal & Bereczkei, 2007; Whiten 
& Byrne, 1988) will come to fruition throughout the per-
sonal interactions and behaviors that characterize the 
partnership. Since the manipulative and controlling 
behaviors of Machiavellian individuals are seen as 
“socially undesirable, beneficial for oneself and detri-
mental for others” (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012, p. 885), 
it can be expected that alliance partners will be more 
likely to perceive more Machiavellian CEOs as unfavor-
able alliance partners who hold opportunistic intentions 
for the partnership that might ultimately be detrimental 
for their organization. While such machinations may not 
be apparent at the outset of an alliance—particularly 
given more Machiavellian individuals’ skill at manipu-
lation—as both firms interact repeatedly and partners 
are subjected to controlling and manipulative behaviors, 
such tendencies will naturally come to light (Rauthmann 
& Kolar, 2012). As such, we expect that after entering 
alliances, partners will form unfavorable perceptions of 
more Machiavellian CEOs as partners, leading to a 
greater likelihood that alliance partners will reverse their 
decisions and exit the partnership. Therefore, we expect 
that the sustainability of a firm’s alliance activities will 
be lower for organizations led by more Machiavellian 
CEOs than for firms led by less Machiavellian CEOs 
after engaging in such partnerships. Consistent with this 
logic, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: There will be a negative relationship 
between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic alli-
ance sustainability.
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Perpetuating the Manipulation: The 
Moderating Role of Family Ownership

As the inherent bias of Machiavellianism may to some 
degree rule out other predictions a family scholar might 
make (e.g., Zellweger et al., 2013), we argue that more 
Machiavellian CEOs can be expected to engage in more 
alliances given their need to manipulate, control, and 
exploit other individuals (Christie & Geis, 1970). 
However, these same manipulative and controlling 
behaviors will create concerns for their alliance part-
ners, resulting in less sustainable alliances. Furthermore, 
since owning family members of a company tend to 
intercede when concerns with the firm arise and assuage 
any issues with its leadership (Le Breton-Miller & 
Miller, 2008; Ward, 2016), we argue that the effects of 
CEOs’ Machiavellianism will be moderated by the pres-
ence of family ownership. Stated differently, we expect 
that increased family ownership and the associated ten-
dency of such owners to be involved in the family busi-
ness may help alleviate potential concerns from alliance 
partners over the Machiavellian actions, thus affecting 
the relationship between CEO Machiavellianism and 
organizational outcomes. That is, we expect that any 
concerns alliance partners have over more Machivellian 
CEOs’ actions are likely to be assuaged as family own-
ership increases, and thus, such CEOs will be more 
likely to both engage in and sustain strategic alliances as 
family ownership increases in the organization. 
Therefore, we theorize about the moderating effect of 
family ownership on our previous hypotheses.

First, we argue that family ownership strengthens the 
positive relationship between CEO Machiavellianism 
and strategic alliance engagement. Prior research offers 
considerable evidence that the unique ownership struc-
ture of family firms provides such organizations an 
opportunity to intervene if any issues arise among the 
firm’s leadership (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2008; 
Ward, 2016). Studies have noted that owning family 
members pursue a favorable reputation for both their 
family and their business (Deephouse & Jaskiewicz, 
2013), which drives the owning family to desire to miti-
gate any concerns that others may have about their orga-
nization. As such, the presence of an owning family may 
serve to assuage the concerns of outside audiences, such 
as alliance partners, alleviating potential concerns about 
the organization or its CEO (Ward, 2016).

Thus, we argue that the effect of CEO Machiavellianism 
will be even more strongly positive on engagement in 

strategic alliances as the presence of the owning family 
increases. Although more Machiavellian CEOs can be 
expected to seek out and pursue strategic alliances as an 
opportunity to fulfill their need to manipulate, control, 
and exploit other individuals (Christie & Geis, 1970), the 
concerns surrounding such CEOs that could otherwise 
thwart such overtures from coming to fruition can be 
mitigated by the owning family (Le Breton-Miller & 
Miller, 2008); so potential alliance partners perceiving 
any issues surrounding a partnership with firms led by 
more Machiavellian CEOs will then be both more will-
ing to accept such overtures and less likely to decline 
invitations to engage in such alliances. Thus, it can be 
expected that more Machiavellian CEOs will be even 
more successful engaging in strategic alliances with 
other organizations as the presence of a family’s owner-
ship in the firm increases because alliance partners’ con-
cerns regarding the potential manipulative behavior of 
more Machiavellian CEOs are lessened. Thus, we expect 
that family ownership will strengthen the positive rela-
tionship between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic 
alliance engagement. Consistent with this logic, we 
hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: Family ownership will strengthen the 
positive relationship between CEO Machiavellianism 
and strategic alliance engagement.

Second, we also argue that family ownership’s tendency 
to intercede on behalf of the firm and assuage the con-
cerns of external audiences, such as alliance partners, 
will also weaken the negative relationship between CEO 
Machiavellianism and strategic alliance sustainability. 
While we expect organizations led by more 
Machiavellian CEOs to have less sustainable strategic 
alliance activities since their manipulative and control-
ling behaviors may be perceived unfavorably by part-
ners (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012), the presence of an 
owning family in the firm may influence how much 
CEO Machiavellianism influences the sustainability of 
their alliance activity. As owning family members can 
help mitigate concerns about the organization or its 
leadership (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2008; Ward, 
2016), alliance partners can be expected to be influenced 
less by the unfavorable perceptions and manipulative 
behaviors of more Machiavellian CEOs as family own-
ership increases (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012). The notion 
that the owning family may intervene and mitigate any 
concerns that alliance partners may have regarding the 
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alliance should lessen the effect of CEO Machiavellianism 
on strategic alliance sustainability precisely because the 
issues that such CEOs bring throughout the partnership 
would be resolved. Hence, we expect family ownership 
will weaken the negative relationship between CEO 
Machiavellianism and strategic alliance sustainability. 
Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 4: Family ownership will weaken the 
negative relationship between CEO Machiavellianism 
and strategic alliance sustainability.

Methods

Sample and Data Collection

We collected data for our sample from various sources. 
Annual financial and corporate data were collected from 
the Compustat Execucomp, BoardEx, and Center for 
Research in Security Prices databases. Strategic alliance 
data were collected from the SDC Platinum database. 
Following previous research, we included all forms of 
strategic alliances within the database to ensure greater 
generalizability for our study (Eisenhardt & 
Schoonhoven, 1996; Hubbard et al., 2018). CEO-level 
control variables were collected from Compustat’s 
Execucomp database, and our control variables with 
respect to the board of directors were collected from the 
BoardEx database. Furthermore, when data were miss-
ing from any of the listed databases, we used a firm’s 
10-K reports to attain such data when available. Last, 
CEO Machiavellianism data were collected utilizing a 
videometric technique that used third-party observer 
ratings of CEOs from publicly accessible videos (Hill  
et al., 2019; Petrenko et al., 2019).

To test our hypotheses, we employed an initial sam-
ple that included all Standard and Poor (S&P) 500 firms 
between 2000 and 2016, excluding the firms for which 
no financial data are available in Compustat.1 Then, we 
identified the CEO for each firm in 2014 and included 
the firm-year observations of our intended time frame 
where the individual served as CEO. From this sample, 
we excluded interim CEOs since their effects on firms 
have been shown to differ from those of permanent 
CEOs (Ballinger & Marcel, 2010). We also excluded 
CEOs for whom adequate videometric data for the mea-
surement of Machiavellianism were not available and 
CEOs from financial firms or public utilities (Petrenko 

et al., 2016) or firms that have their origins in spin-offs, 
mergers, and carve-outs (Nelson, 2003). Our final sam-
ple included 296 CEOs based on the available data for 
the variables of each model.

Selection Bias

We included in our sample only firms for which CEO 
videos were publicly available online. Our videometric 
technique opens up the possibility that our sample firms’ 
CEOs are not representative of the broader population 
(cf. Certo et  al., 2016). Consistent with prior research 
(Petrenko et  al., 2019; Westphal & Bednar, 2005), we 
conducted a Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample test 
(Siegel & Castellan, 1988) to verify the representative-
ness of our final sample. First, we downloaded data 
from Compustat on all firms in the S&P 500 stock index 
between 2000 and 2016. Then, we compared the distri-
bution of our variables in our final sample with the 
broader population of our study.2 The results of our 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov two-sample test reported no sig-
nificant differences between the sampled and nonsam-
pled firms, providing evidence that our sample is 
representative of the broader population. This approach 
aligns with that of other studies using a videometric 
technique (Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Hill et al., 2019; 
Petrenko et al., 2016; Petrenko et al., 2019).

While our sample appears to be representative of the 
broader population of firms, it is nonetheless possible 
that there is some degree of nonrandomness in our sam-
ple. Specifically, as with Heckman’s (1976) original 
example, where it is only possible to observe the out-
come of wages for women in the workforce, we can only 
observe the outcomes in our study for those CEOs for 
whom we can measure Machiavellianism. To mitigate 
any issues regarding a potential selection bias, we fol-
lowed Heckman’s two-step method. First, we down-
loaded data from Compustat on all firms in the S&P 500 
stock index between 2000 and 2016 and created a dummy 
variable that equaled 1 if the firm-year observation from 
our sample was also present in the larger data set and 0 
otherwise. Second, we ran a probit model regressing this 
dummy variable on specific firm and CEO characteris-
tics, and then we used the estimates from the probit 
model to calculate the inverse Mills ratio (IMR) and 
included the variable in our regression models to account 
for possible sample selection bias (see Appendix A in the 
online version of this journal). Specifically, we drew on 
prior research to identify firm and CEO characteristics 
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that may affect selection into our sample (Malhotra et al., 
2018), resulting in the use of the following variables: 
firm size, firm performance, CEO age, CEO tenure, and 
CEO ownership. Theoretical logic suggests that each 
variable may affect the presence of CEO videos, which 
underlies any selection process in our sample and, thus, 
whether we can measure CEO Machiavellianism. In par-
ticular, larger and better-performing firms are argued to 
attract more attention from stakeholders and have more 
resources to put to use in discretionary ways, such as pro-
ducing videos (Stinchcombe, 1965), while CEOs who 
are older, are longer tenured, and have more ownership 
in the firm have long been argued to be associated with 
self-interested actions that might drive them to produce 
videos (e.g., Haleblian et al., 2009). As such, each vari-
able is theoretically linked to the presence of videos of 
firms’ CEOs. Furthermore, such an approach requires an 
exclusion restriction, and CEO age meets the criteria for 
such a variable as (a) it significantly predicts the “prob-
ability of an observation’s appearing in the sample, but 
do[es] not influence the ultimate dependent variable” 
(Certo et al., 2016, p. 2644) and (b) the resulting IMR has 
a correlation with Machiavllianism below |0.3| (actual 
value of −0.08; see Table 2), a threshold at which 
increases are likely to affect the exclusion restriction 
strength (Certo et al., 2016).3

Independent Variables

CEO Machiavellianism.  Upper echelon research has long 
noted the difficulty of accurately measuring CEO per-
sonality traits since CEOs rarely have the time or will-
ingness to fill out surveys and, moreover, may be 
particularly subject to social desirability bias, which fur-
ther threatens the validity of measures (for a review, see 
Hill, White, & Wallace, 2014). To surmount these 
obstacles, we followed previous research and used a 
psychometrically validated “thin-slices” videometric 
approach to measure our CEO attributes (Connelly & 
Ones, 2010; Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko et al., 
2019). Past research provides considerable evidence that 
using third-party ratings to measure CEO characteristics 
is an advantageous method for strategy researchers (e.g., 
Ou et al., 2014; Raskin et al., 1991) and combats certain 
sources of response bias, such as social desirability, and 
the limitations of self-reported measures of behavior 
(Cycyota & Harrison, 2006). Moreover, the videometric 
technique increases the potential sample size of CEOs as 

online public video records of CEOs are becoming read-
ily available and easy to access (Gupta & Misangyi, 
2018; Petrenko et al., 2019), and furthermore, this tech-
nique has shown consistency with alternative measure-
ment approaches (Hill et al., 2019).

Following recommendations for videometric mea-
surement (Petrenko et  al., 2019; Hill et  al., 2019), we 
collected publicly available videos of the CEOs in our 
sample from sources on the internet, such as Fox News 
and YouTube, and “de-identified” the videos so that the 
names of the company and the executive are not observ-
able, to reduce coders’ biases. The videos averaged 2.5 
minutes in length, as Petrenko and colleagues (2016) 
established that this time duration is the most efficient 
for measuring CEO characteristics and allows for reli-
able measures without causing rater fatigue (see also 
Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Hill et al., 2019), and we uti-
lized this approximate time length with a little variation 
to avoid interrupting a CEO in the middle of a sentence. 
To help ensure that we were capturing sources of the 
CEOs’ natural tendencies, we utilized videos of CEOs 
during question-and-answer (Q&A) sessions of inter-
views, since responses to questions are more likely to be 
the CEOs’ own words and unscripted (Malhotra et al., 
2018; Matsumoto et al., 2011). We used 2.5-minute clips 
from the middle of the interview since the beginning and 
end are often scripted answers (cf. Petrenko et al., 2016; 
Petrenko et al., 2019). Furthermore, we also ensured that 
the 2.5 minutes captured were of the CEOs speaking 
(and not other executives or individuals within the 
video) and that the content of the discussion was rele-
vant (i.e., about business and leading his or her com-
pany). Also, we did not specify a type of moderator for 
the Q&A sessions, to ensure generalizability of our find-
ings and since doing so might cause a bias within our 
sample. Moreover, Q&A sessions in interviews are par-
ticularly appropriate since people tend to reveal varia-
tions in their personalities more readily under complex 
and stressful conditions (Dewaele & Furnham, 1999; 
Malhotra et  al., 2018). Therefore, we did not include 
videos of CEOs with any prepared remarks, such as 
scripted interviews, professional presentations, or com-
mencement speeches.

Since psychologists have noted that “dark traits” like 
Machiavellianism must be observed by trained experts in 
clinical psychology to ensure accurate assessments 
(Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Slepian et  al., 2014), we 
recruited and hired PhD students in clinical psychology 
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to watch the videos and rate the CEOs’ Machiavellianism. 
This approach is in alignment with research in psychol-
ogy that has provided considerable evidence that the 
thin-slices approach to measuring Machiavellianism is 
validated when observed by clinical psychologists 
(Fowler et al., 2009; Oltmanns et al., 2004). Blinded to 
the hypotheses of our study, three raters assessed CEO 
Machiavellianism on a 7-point Likert scale utilizing the 
previously validated Machiavellian Personality Scale 
(Dahling et  al., 2009), which is prominently used 
throughout management research (Greenbaum et  al., 
2017). The items on the scale included “The individual 
believes that lying is necessary to maintain a competitive 
advantage over others” and “The individual likes to have 
control over other people.” The measure demonstrated 
high reliability (α = .95). In addition, this measure dem-
onstrated significant interrater reliability (intraclass cor-
relation coefficient = .547) and significant interrater 
agreement among the coders (rwg = .948). The results of 
these tests provide us confidence in our videometric 
approach to measuring CEO Machiavellianism.

We ran a robustness check to test for the validity of 
our videometric approach. Specifically, we ran tests to 
check for intertemporal reliability of our measures and 
to ensure that the ratings of CEOs were consistent across 
different video sources and over different time periods. 
Decades of psychology research have shown that 
Machiavellianism is a dispositional personality trait 
among individuals that is stable over time (Brinke et al., 
2015; Christie & Geis, 1970; Furnham et  al., 2013). 
However, it is still important to test whether or not our 
measure of Machiavellianism changed in CEOs through-
out the time frame of our study. To run the robustness 
check, we collected different videos of 30 CEOs in our 
study. These videos were at least 1 year apart from the 
video used in our main measure. We then measured each 
CEO’s level of Machiavellianism in these videos using 
the same videometric technique. Consistent with other 
videometric studies (Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko 
et al., 2016), we found no significant differences between 
the scores (p = .567). This finding provides evidence 
that the Machiavellianism of the CEOs in our sample 
does not meaningfully change during their tenure as 
CEO, and it is consistent with the findings of previous 
studies in psychology that Machiavellianism is a stable 
trait among individuals (Brinke et al., 2015; Christie & 
Geis, 1970; Furnham et al., 2013). In addition, this test 
also provides evidence that our ratings are robust to 

media effects (Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko et al., 
2019) as ratings of CEO traits were consistent across 
different video samples. Overall, the results of these 
robustness checks are in alignment with those of previ-
ous studies utilizing a videometric technique (Gupta & 
Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko et al., 2019) and provide us 
confidence in our videometric measure of CEO 
Machiavellianism.

Moderating Variable

Family Ownership.  We followed the exact calculations 
used in previous research to create our measure of family 
ownership. Specifically, family ownership was mea-
sured by using the percentage of fractional equity own-
ership of the founding family (Anderson & Reeb, 2003; 
Chrisman & Patel, 2012) for all firms within our sample. 
This information can be found in the proxy statements 
of the organization since these government-mandated 
filings report the firm’s founder, his or her immediate 
family members, and their holdings. However, as noted 
in other studies (Anderson & Reeb, 2003), the family 
could expand several generations after the founder to 
include distant relatives whose last names may no lon-
ger be the same. To mitigate this issue, we followed pre-
vious research and examined the corporate histories of 
each firm in our sample using Glade Business Resources, 
Hoovers, and individual company websites (Anderson 
& Reeb, 2003, 2004).

Dependent Variable

Strategic Alliance Engagement.  Consistent with previous 
studies (e.g., Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1996; Hub-
bard et al., 2018; Stuart, 1998), we measured strategic 
alliance engagement as the total number of alliances a 
firm entered in a given year. We obtained the number of 
strategic alliances from the SDC Platinum database and 
included all types of strategic alliances in the SDC Plati-
num database to ensure the generalizability of our find-
ings. Moreover, as SDC Platinum defines alliances as 
voluntary agreements between firms that have combined 
resources to form a new, mutually advantageous busi-
ness arrangement in order to achieve predetermined 
objectives while remaining independent (Churchwell, 
2016), this variable directly reflects the definition of 
strategic alliances in our study and, as a result, is in line 
with our theorizing.
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Strategic Alliance Sustainability.  We measured strategic 
alliance sustainability by indicating whether or not the 
firm sustained their strategic alliance activity through-
out the following year. Specifically, we created a binary 
variable indicating whether or not a firm engaged in the 
same number of or more strategic alliances than it had in 
the previous year (1 = sustainable). For instance, if a 
company engaged in three strategic alliances in the year 
2010 but engaged in only one strategic alliance in 2011, 
this variable was coded as 0 (i.e., not sustainable). 
Because our panel data set allows us to capture the num-
ber of strategic alliances a firm engaged in over time 
(i.e., in each year), this variable allows us to test whether 
or not a firm’s strategic alliance activity was sustainable 
over our sample.

Control Variables

We included a number of variables in our analysis to 
control for potential confounding factors. We first con-
trolled for CEO tenure as the number of years the CEO 
has been with the organization in that position 
(Finkelstein, 1992; Fischer & Pollock, 2004). We also 
controlled for CEO total compensation, measured as 
the total compensation for each CEO in a given year, 
combining both cash and noncash forms of income: 
salary, bonus, long-term incentive pay, the value of 
stock options award, and all other pay (Miller et  al., 
2002). We also included CEO ownership, measured as 
the percentage of shares owned by a CEO (Zhou, 
2001). Moreover, we also controlled for founder CEO 
(1 = Yes, CEO is also the founder of the firm), family 
CEO (1 = Yes, CEO is a family member), and CEO 
family generation (i.e., the familial generation of the 
family CEO; measured as the number of generations 
that separate the current CEO from the founding CEO 
in the family firm).

We controlled for firm size as the natural log of the 
number of employees employed by the firm, as well as 
the reported value of long-term debt and firm perfor-
mance, measured as a firm’s return on assets in a given 
year (Bae & Insead, 2004). We also controlled for mar-
ket performance, measured as a firm’s total shareholder 
return (Quigley & Hambrick, 2012), and previous alli-
ance engagement, measured by the number of strategic 
alliances in which a firm engaged in the previous year. 
As the size of the board of directors may affect engaging 

in strategic alliances (Goodstein et al., 1994; Rosenstein 
et al., 1993), we controlled for board size (the number of 
directors). We also controlled for CEO duality by creat-
ing a binary indicator regarding whether or not the CEO 
was also the chairman of the board (1 = Yes, CEO is 
also a chairman of the board), and we controlled for 
family board membership (1 = Yes, members of the 
owning family held a seat on their company’s board of 
directors) by creating an indicator variable representing 
whether or not any member of the owning family sat on 
their company’s board of directors. Last, we controlled 
for firms operating within high-tech industries (1 = Yes, 
the firm operates in a high-tech industry), which 
includes all firms operating in the computer hardware 
(SIC 35), computer software (SIC 73), semiconductor 
and printed circuits (SIC 36), biotechnology (SIC 28), 
telecommunications (SIC 48), and pharmaceutical (SIC 
28) industries (Certo et al., 2001; Kasznik & Lev, 1995). 
A variable booklet detailing the variables utilized in this 
study appears in Table 1.

Model and Estimations

As our sample consisted of longitudinal data for each 
CEO in strategic alliance engagement, which reoccurred 
consistently on a yearly basis, we followed the previous 
studies utilizing a videometric technique and used panel 
approaches to test our hypotheses (Petrenko et al., 2019). 
Specifically, given that we are primarily concerned with 
the outcomes of an invariant personal characteristic of 
CEOs (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011; Petrenko  
et al., 2019), we used generalized estimating equations. 
These models have been widely used as an estimation 
method for such data in the strategic leadership litera-
ture because it explicitly accounts for the nonindepen-
dence of observations in the panel data (Liang & Zeger, 
1986). The models were specified with negative bino-
mial (i.e., strategic alliance engagement) and binomial 
(i.e., strategic alliance sustainability) distributions and 
an identity link function. As we assumed that observa-
tions within each set of CEO observations are corre-
lated, we used an exchangeable correlation structure 
(grouped by CEO) to account for any autocorrelation in 
the data (Gupta & Misangyi, 2018). Finally, we also 
specified robust standard errors in all the models to help 
account for any misspecification in the correlation struc-
ture (Hardin & Hilbe, 2012).
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Table 1.  Variable Booklet.

Variable Database (source) Measure Database items

Inverse Mills 
ratio

Execucomp Inverse Mills ratio generated from first-stage 
probit model in Certo et al. (2016)

[NUMBERDIRECTORS]; 
[DLTT+DLC)/AT]; [EMP]; 
[GENDER]; [AGE]

Firm size Compustat Natural log of number of employees [EMP]
High-tech 

industries
Compustat 1 = Yes, the firm operates in a high-tech industry; 

0 = No
[SIC: 35, 73, 36, 28, 48, & 

28]
Board size BoardEx The number of directors on the board [NUMBERDIRECTORS]
CEO duality Execucomp Yes = 1 if CEO is also a chairman of the board; 

No = 0
[TITLEANN]

CEO tenure Execucomp The number of years the individual has been 
CEO of the firm

[YEAR] – 
[YEARBECAMECEO]

Long-term debt Compustat Reported value of long-term debt [DLTT]
Firm 

performance
Compustat A firm’s return on assets in a given year [NI]/[AT]

CEO total 
compensation

Execucomp The total compensation for each CEO in a given 
year, combining both cash and noncash forms 
of income: salary, bonus, long-term incentive 
pay, the value of stock options award, and all 
other pay

[TDC1]

CEO ownership Execucomp The percentage of shares owned by a CEO [SHOWN_TOT_PCT]
Family CEO 10Ks 1 = Yes, CEO is a family member; 0 = No Coded from 10K
CEO family 

generation
10Ks The number of generations that separate the 

current CEO from the founding CEO in the 
family firm

Coded from 10K

Founder CEO 10Ks 1 = Yes, CEO is also the founder of the firm; 0 = No Coded from 10K
Market 

performance
Compustat A firm’s total shareholder return [PRCC_F/PRCC_F[_n-1]-1) 

+ DVSPX_F/PRCC_F [_n-
1]) * 100]

Family board 
membership

10Ks 1 = Yes, members of the owning family held a seat 
on their company’s board of directors; 0 = No

Coded from 10K

Previous alliance 
engagement

SDC Platinum The number of strategic alliances in which a firm 
engaged in the previous year

[Strategic Alliance Flag]

Strategic alliance 
engagement

SDC Platinum The total number of alliances a firm entered in a 
given year

[Strategic Alliance Flag]

Strategic alliance 
sustainability

SDC Platinum Indication of whether a firm’s alliance activity 
was sustained throughout the following year

1 = If [Alliance Engagement]
(t) ≥ [Alliance 
Engagement](t-1); 0 if not

Family 
ownership

Glades Business 
Resources, 
Hoovers, 10Ks

Percentage of fractional equity ownership of the 
founding family

Coded from 10K

CEO 
Machiavellianism

Videometric 
measurement 
technique

Machiavellian Personality Scale (Dahling et al., 
2009)

Coded by expert raters

Note. Full explanation of the variables appears in the text. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this idea. CEO = chief executive officer.
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Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations are shown in 
Table 2. Table 3 reports the results from our hypotheses 
tests regarding strategic alliance engagement, while 
Table 4 reports the results from our hypotheses tests 
regarding strategic alliance sustainability.

In Hypothesis 1, we predicted a positive relationship 
between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic alliance 
engagement. The results reported in Model 2 of Table 3 
(b = .284, p < .01) provide support for this hypothesis, 
suggesting that CEO Machiavellianism positively 
relates to a firm’s likelihood of engaging in strategic 
alliances. In Hypothesis 2, we predicted a negative rela-
tionship between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic 
alliance sustainability. The results reported in Model 5 
of Table 4 (b = −.031, p < .05) provide support for this 
hypothesis, suggesting that Machiavellian CEOs have 
less sustainable alliances.

In Hypothesis 3, we predicted that the positive rela-
tionship between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic 
alliance engagement would be stronger as family own-
ership increases. Therefore, we analyzed the moderat-
ing effect of family ownership on the CEO 
Machiavellianism to strategic alliance engagement 
relationship. The results reported in Model 3 of Table 3 

(b = .028, p < .01) provide support for Hypothesis 3. 
This finding is visually presented in Figure 1, which 
shows that the effect Machiavellian CEOs have on stra-
tegic alliance engagement is more positive as family 
ownership increases, suggesting that Machiavellian 
CEOs engage in more strategic alliances in the presence 
of an owning family.

In Hypothesis 4, we predicted that the negative rela-
tionship between CEO Machiavellianism and strategic 
alliance sustainability would be weaker as family own-
ership increases. Therefore, we analyzed the moderating 
effect of family ownership on the CEO Machiavellianism 
to strategic alliance sustainability relationship. The 
results reported in Model 6 of Table 4 (b = .003, p < 
.05) provide support for Hypothesis 4. This finding, pre-
sented in Figure 2, shows that the negative effect that 
Machiavellian CEOs have on strategic alliance sustain-
ability is weaker as family ownership increases, sug-
gesting that Machiavellian CEOs hold more sustainable 
strategic alliances in the presence of increasing family 
ownership.

Post Hoc Analyses

Endogeneity concerns are common in CEO studies and 
may stem from more Machiavellian CEOs being selected 

Figure 1.  The interaction between CEO Machiavellianism and family ownership on strategic alliance engagement.
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Table 2.  Correlation and Descriptive Statistics.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

  1.	 Inverse Mills ratio 0.65 0.06  
  2.	 Firm size 3.09 1.45 −.03  
  3.	 High-tech industries 0.30 0.45 .03 −.05  
  4.	 Board size 11.02 2.43 −.05 .29 −.07  
  5.	 CEO duality 0.60 0.48 −.02 .22 −.18 .14  
  6.	 CEO tenure 5.96 6.92 .62 .06 .02 −.01 .20  
  7.	 Long-term debt 1.17 3.50 .03 .30 −.09 .27 .10 −.01  
  8.	 Firm performance 0.05 0.06 −.39 .04 .10 −.20 .01 .04 −.14  
  9.	 CEO total compensation 1.11 9.82 −.03 .21 .12 .18 .05 .07 .12 .01  
10.	 CEO ownership 1.42 3.60 .60 .03 −.06 −.05 .13 .48 −.03 .01 −.07  
11.	 Family CEO 0.03 0.19 .11 .07 −.06 .10 .13 .07 .01 −.04 .01 .15  
12.	 CEO family generation 0.05 0.31 .09 .13 −.02 .04 .10 .01 .07 −.01 .02 .11 .79  
13.	 Founder CEO 0.01 0.12 −.02 .05 −.08 .02 .10 −.01 −.01 −.04 −.03 .18 .62 .36  
14.	 Market performance 15.84 39.15 −.02 −.03 .01 −.07 −.01 .06 −.03 .10 −.01 −.03 −.02 −.01 −.02  
15.	 Family board membership 0.21 0.41 −.05 .08 .10 .04 −.10 −.04 −.08 .07 .01 −.01 .38 .30 .23 −.01  
16.	 Previous alliance engagement 1.21 4.88 −.01 .15 .13 .05 −.03 −.03 .23 .04 .08 −.02 .01 .03 −.01 −.04 .09  
17.	 Strategic alliance engagement 1.20 4.86 .01 .17 .13 .06 −.03 −.03 .24 .06 .10 −.02 .01 .03 −.01 −.06 .09 .62  
18.	 Strategic alliance sustainability 0.84 0.36 .01 −.10 −.07 −.01 −.03 −.01 −.12 −.01 −.12 .03 .02 .01 −.01 .03 .01 −.04 −.21  
19.	 Family ownership 1.71 7.78 −.01 .09 −.01 .06 −.10 −.04 −.01 .05 .04 .02 .29 .33 .11 −.01 .42 .08 .09 .01  
20.	 CEO Machiavellianism 3.84 0.64 −.08 .14 −.02 .12 −.02 −.11 .19 −.07 .17 −.02 .05 .04 .13 −.01 .02 .09 .11 −.08 −.01  

Note. n = 1,845 firm-year observations for 296 CEOs. Correlations above |.06| were statistically significant at p < .05. CEO = chief executive officer.
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Table 3. GEE Models Predicting Strategic Alliance Engagement.

Model 1Model 2Model 3

Control variableβpβpβp

Inverse Mills ratio6.049(.000)6.243(.000)5.886(.000)
[1.587][1.626][1.672] 

Firm size0.273(.000)0.262(.000)0.266(.000)
[0.040][0.041][0.042] 

High-tech industries0.778(.000)0.769(.000)0.789(.000)
[0.107][0.109][0.113] 

Board size−0.023(.298)−0.021(.327)−0.016(.466)
[0.022][0.022][0.022] 

CEO duality0.163(.111)0.192(.064)0.226(.034)
[0.102][0.103][0.106] 

CEO tenure−0.073(.000)−0.074(.000)−0.068(.000)
[0.011][0.011][0.011] 

Long-term debt0.001(.000)0.001(.005)0.001(.013)
[0.001][0.001][0.001] 

Firm performance3.059(.001)3.234(.000)2.797(.002)
[0.880][0.896][0.915] 

CEO total compensation0.001(.000)0.001(.000)0.001(.000)
[0.001][0.001][0.001] 

CEO ownership−0.044(.044)−0.047(.034)−0.055(.016)
[0.022][0.022][0.023] 

Family CEO−1.223(.171)−0.868(.318)−0.443(.626)
[0.894][0.870][0.911] 

CEO family generation0.451(.170)0.328(.304)−0.167(.631)
[0.329][0.319][0.349] 

Founder CEO0.942(.218)0.559(.465)0.280(.739)
[0.764][0.766][0.839] 

Market performance−0.003(.001)−0.003(.001)−0.003(.003)
[0.001][0.001][0.001] 

Family board membership0.201(.114)0.199(.125)−0.076(.602)
[0.127][0.129][0.146] 

Previous alliance engagement0.069(.000)0.069(.000)0.067(.000)
[0.005][0.005][0.005] 

CEO Machiavellianism0.284(.001)0.232(.011)
 [0.085][0.090] 

Family ownership−0.075(.055)
 [0.039] 

Interaction0.028(.006)
 [0.010] 

Constant−5.467(.000)−6.664(.000)−6.324(.000)
[1.103][1.196][1.238] 

χ2496.16(.000)501.22(.000)516.42(.000)
Observations1,8451,8451,845 

Note. Standard errors are in brackets. GEE = generalized estimating equations; CEO = chief executive officer.
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into and/or desiring firms based on desired strategies 
(here, alliance tendencies; Hambrick, 2007). Similar 
issues pertain to studies of family firms (Anderson & 
Reeb, 2003). This leads us to believe that, in a qualita-
tive sense, endogeneity may not be a significant issue in 
our study: It is difficult to imagine that a CEO high in 
Machiavellianism would not only seek out firms that 
engage in more alliances but also desire their alliances 
to be unsustainable; likewise, we see it as unlikely that 
family firms would desire such a strategy a priori and 
select a more Machiavellian CEO with this intended 
purpose. Nonetheless, we conducted multiple tests to 
examine whether endogeneity was a threat to our study.

First, following Petrenko et al. (2019), we tested the 
correlation in our models between our raw score of CEO 
Machiavellianism and the predicted residuals of our 
models. If endogeneity is present and thus might be 
biasing our results, the predicted residuals should be sig-
nificantly correlated with our independent variable. We 
found that the raw score of CEO Machiavellianism is 
not correlated with the standard error terms for both our 
models (correlations at .022 and .027; p values between 
.280 and .428). These results indicate that our models do 

not violate the assumption of correlated error terms and 
thus suggest that endogeneity is not a significant 
concern.4

Given that we do not observe endogeneity (i.e., the 
independent variable is not correlated with the residual) 
and attempts to address the associated bias when it is not 
present can produce coefficients estimates that are infe-
rior to those reported without such corrections (i.e., the 
“cure” is worse than the “disease”; Semadeni et  al., 
2014), we present our analyses without these endogene-
ity corrections as done in other strategic leadership stud-
ies (e.g., Petrenko et al., 2019). However, as a robustness 
test to help address whether endogeneity biases our esti-
mated results, we followed previous studies (Chatterjee 
& Hambrick, 2007, 2011; Nadkarni et  al., 2016) by 
adopting a two-step approach of predicting the possible 
endogenous variable and including it in our models. We 
created multiple endogeneity controls and tested them 
within our models; we found that our results are robust 
to various alternatives (additional details and analyses 
regarding endogeneity appear in the online appendix), 
enhancing the robustness of our analyses (cf. Certo  
et al., 2016; Semandeni et al., 2014).

Figure 2.  The interaction between CEO Machiavellianism and family ownership on strategic alliance sustainability.
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We also ran additional tests to assess the robustness 
of our findings. First, since previous research notes the 
differences between lone-founder firms and family 
firms (Miller et al., 2011), we ran our analyses excluding 
the lone-founder firms in our sample. In our sample, this 
only includes five firms and 30 firm-year observations. 
We found that the results of this analysis did not change 
in terms of significance or directionality when compared 
with the inclusion of lone-founder firms; all four of our 
hypotheses were supported. Second, we ran additional 
robustness checks to test the reliability of our alliance 
measure. Consistent with previous research, we mea-
sured a firm’s strategic alliance engagement by the total 
number of alliances a focal firm entered in the following 
year (t + 1). Our analyses indicated that CEO 
Machiavellianism was still a significant predictor of 
strategic alliance engagement (b = .372, p = .002) and 
this effect was still stronger as family ownership 
increased (b = .030, p = .002); our results were consis-
tent in terms of directionality and significance. 
Altogether, these post hoc analyses provide strong evi-
dence that endogeneity is not biasing the results of our 
study and help rule out possible alternative explanations 
for our findings.

Discussion

In this study, we sought to understand the role of CEO 
Machiavellianism in explaining the alliance behavior of 
family businesses. Anchored in upper echelons theory 
and psychology research on Machiavellianism 
(Chrisman et  al., 2005; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; 
Nicholson, 2008), our study proposes and finds that 
more Machiavellian CEOs seek out strategic alliances 
(conceivably since they provide an opportunity to 
manipulate, control, and exploit others) but their manip-
ulative and controlling behavioral tendencies result in 
alliances that are less sustainable. We also argue and 
find that the effects of CEO Machiavellianism are mod-
erated by family firms. Since the owning family often 
intervenes and mitigates any concerns regarding the 
organization or its leadership, we argue and find that 
more Machiavellian CEOs are better able to engage in 
and sustain strategic alliances as family ownership 
increases in the organization. Our study has several 
implications for family business and strategic leadership 
research.

First, we contribute to family business and strategic 
leadership research by exploring an understudied yet 
prevalent trait in CEOs—Machiavellianism. Since 
CEOs enjoy greater influence over decisions in family 
firms (Nicholson, 2008) and their decisions are often 
sustained longer compared with nonfamily businesses 
(Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2008), it is especially 
important for the family business literature to better 
understand this prevalent and impactful trait in CEOs. 
We present and test a theory of how more Machiavellian 
CEOs affect the decisions surrounding strategic alli-
ances and how the presence of family ownership allows 
their manipulative behaviors to perpetuate. In doing so, 
our study provides a novel rationale for the decisions 
behind strategic alliances in family businesses and opens 
a new avenue for future studies. Furthermore, our study 
extends research in family business by showing how 
dark personality traits in CEOs, such as Machiavellianism, 
may offer an alternative to the classical mechanisms 
explaining the actions of family firms identified in the 
family business literature (e.g., Zellweger et al., 2013).

A second important contribution of our study is high-
lighting the influence of an owning family in the organi-
zation. While many studies have noted that the presence 
of family ownership influences the decisions of their 
own firm (Andres, 2011; Burgstaller & Wagner, 2015; 
Chandler et al., 2019), this study argues and finds evi-
dence that the presence of an owning family can influ-
ence the decisions of organizations other than their own 
(i.e., alliance partners). As such, we show in this study 
that the presence of an owning family can perpetuate the 
manipulative and controlling behaviors of Machiavellian 
CEOs since their alliance partners might see the ten-
dency of owning family members to intervene and miti-
gate any unfavorable behaviors that might arise with the 
firm’s leadership (Chandler et al., 2016; Ward, 2016) as 
a justification to continue their involvement with the 
alliance. As such, our study extends the literature by 
showing another way in which owning family members 
influence their firms.

Beyond our theoretical contributions, our study also 
makes a novel contribution to the measurement of CEO 
Machiavellianism. The videometric approach utilized in 
this article provides avenues that bypass the method-
ological limitations that come with studying personality 
traits in CEOs (e.g., Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 
2011; Li & Tang, 2010; Malmendier & Tate, 2005; Tang 
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et al., 2012). While psychologists emphasize the need to 
measure Machiavellianism through observer report 
measures by clinical psychologists (Fowler et al., 2009; 
Oltmanns et  al., 2004), our study answers this call by 
recruiting PhD students in clinical psychology to watch 
and rate CEOs through short video clips (Gupta et al., 
2019; Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko et al., 2019). 
In doing so, our study introduces a platform for the fam-
ily business literature to advance theory regarding how 
CEO traits, like Machiavellianism, affect the strategies 
of family firms. At the same time, our approach may be 
useful for assessments of other populations of interest 
for whom self-reports may be difficult to obtain or sub-
ject to bias but where videographic evidence is present. 
Given the substantial increase in videographic data in 
recent years, our study offers a tool for researchers to 
leverage such data going forward.

Our study should also be viewed in light of its limita-
tions. First, our study does not theoretically or empiri-
cally examine other dark personality traits in CEOs that 
may overlap with Machiavellianism. Due to potential 
similarities, three main constructs are relevant for this 
comparison: narcissism, hubris/overconfidence, and 
psychopathy. Narcissism is defined as a consuming self-
absorption or self-love that encompasses a need for 
acclaim and social approval (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 
2007, 2011), hubris/overconfidence is conceptualized as 
a tendency to overestimate one’s ability (Hayward & 
Hambrick, 1997; Hill et al., 2012), and psychopathy is a 
personality trait that involves persistent antisocial 
behavior, impaired empathy and remorse, and bold, con-
trolling, and egotistical traits (American Heritage 
Dictionary, 2010). One implication of our not examining 
these traits theoretically is that we would not have made 
the same predictions about CEOs high in these traits as 
we made for CEOs high in Machiavellianism (i.e., nar-
cissistic CEOs may view alliances as unappealing as 
they inherently involve another CEO who would share 
any praise that stems from the partnership, hubristic 
CEOs likely see the need to partner as unnecessary 
given their self-perception of superior ability, and psy-
chopathic CEOs would likely not partner given their 
antisocial tendencies). Given that we do not expect these 
traits to predict the alliance activity of family firms, 
along with other major data limitations associated with 
measuring each trait in CEOs through the videometric 
technique (i.e., there is no existing psychometrically 

valid instrument to assess hubris; Bollaert & Petit, 2010; 
Hill, Kern, & White, 2014), we do not empirically con-
trol for these traits in our models. While this is in line 
with other strategic leadership studies examining the 
dark traits of CEOs (e.g., Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 
2011; Gupta & Misangyi, 2018; Petrenko et al., 2019), 
our study is limited to the extent that these other traits 
influence the alliance activity of organizations. Future 
studies on strategic leadership should further examine 
the interplay of these traits in CEOs to better understand 
how each influences their organizational behavior.

Another potential limitation of our study is our mea-
sure of strategic alliance sustainability. As mentioned 
above, researchers have long noted that examining stra-
tegic alliances is inherently difficult (e.g., Nielsen, 2010; 
Bruyaka et al., 2018) because SDC Platinum—the most 
thorough and widely used database for alliance research 
(Schilling, 2008)—only captures the total number of 
strategic alliances for a firm in each year, without giving 
much detail about each individual alliance, such as the 
actual duration (i.e., sustainability) of the alliance. Due 
to these data limitations, we could not measure the sus-
tainability of each individual alliance that was engaged 
in by each firm at the specific alliance level and instead 
measured the overall sustainability of a firm’s alliance 
activities. While we believe that our measure represents 
the best available proxy measure for sustainability of 
alliance activity, our study is limited due to the confines 
of SDC Platinum. As these data become available, future 
research should attempt to replicate our results by mea-
suring strategic alliance sustainability at the specific 
alliance level.

Conclusion

Despite decades of research on CEOs in family firms 
(Barach & Ganitsky, 1995; Braun & Sharma, 2007; 
Dumas, 1990; Tsai et al., 2006), we still know very little 
about how an important yet understudied personality trait 
in CEOs affects family firms: Machiavellianism. Using 
upper echelons theory, we show that Machiavellian CEOs 
are more likely to engage in strategic alliances that are 
inherently less sustainable and that such behaviors are 
perpetuated as the family ownership in a firm increases. 
Our study advances family business and strategic leader-
ship research by providing CEO Machiavellianism as a 
novel predictor of alliance decisions in organizations and 
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detailing a methodological platform for family business 
researchers to assess CEO personality traits in future 
studies.
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Notes

1.	 Following other videometric studies, we specify this time 
frame since both ends of the sample represent the year of 
the oldest (2000) and most recent (2016) videos collected 
from our videometric approach. Following other studies 
(Petrenko et  al., 2016), the average length of our vid-
eos was 2.5 minutes to avoid rater fatigue. Furthermore, 
because of our panel data set, the average number of 
years a CEO has in that position with his or her firm is 
5.96 in our sample.

2.	 We compared all variables that were available for the 
broader population of the study (p values ranging between 
.319 and .899).

3.	 Vella (1998) argues that underlying selection processes 
may have both a static and a dynamic component and, 
thus, may be best addressed via two variables—one 
estimated without time variables to capture the static 
process and one estimate that includes time dummies 
(here, year) to capture the dynamic process. Following 
this recommendation, we repeated the steps outlined 
above but added time dummies in the first-stage model 
before deriving a second IMR, or IMR2 (see the online 
Appendix B). Our results did not change in terms of sig-
nificance or directionality with the inclusion of both IMR 
and IMR2 (see the online appendix). The coefficients on 
the resulting IMR and IMR2 that were generated—gener-
ally referred to as lambda—are not consistently related to 
our dependent variables. As Certo et al. (2016) note, “It is 
difficult to assess the sample selection bias on the basis of 

lambda alone” as “it is important to note that observing a 
significant lambda . . . does not denote sample selection 
bias,” while if “lambda is insignificant . . . [they] caution 
against dismissing potential sample selection bias” (p. 
2649); ultimately, they recommend (a) assessing the cor-
relation of the independent variable with the error term 
(as we report below, we find no such correlation, sug-
gesting that an IMR may be extraneous) and (b) compar-
ing multiple models. To this end, importantly, our results 
are unaffected by including or excluding either IMR or 
both IMR and IMR2 (see the online appendix for results), 
enhancing the robustness of our findings. We thank an 
anonymous reviewer for this idea.

4.	 This issue is also further addressed in the section on addi-
tional analysis and robustness checks. To examine the 
possibility of reverse causality, we followed Short and 
colleagues (2018) and regressed our measure of CEO 
Machiavellianism on strategic alliance activity. We found 
that alliance activity in firms did not significantly predict 
the levels of Machiavellianism in CEOs.
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