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ABSTRACT
The Antecedents, Moderators, and Consequences
of CEO Impression Management
by
Cassie B. Barlow

To explore how CEOs justify organizational performance to
shareholders, this study utilized content analysis of 250 CEOs'
letters found in annual reports to shareholders. Results suggest
that CEOs disclose a higher proportion of negative information and a
lower proportion of positive information to the extent that their
company performs poorly. CEOs used more total causal attributions
and more external attributions to the extent that their company
performed poorly. Variables such as CEO turnover and percentage of
outside shareholders were found to moderate the relationship
between performance of a company and the impression management
techniques used in the CEO's letter. CEO turnover and percentage of
outside shareholders moderated the relationship between
performance and disclosures. A stronger correlation of negative
disclosures with company was found when there was high CEO
turnover than when turnover was low. Also, a stronger correlation
between these two variables was found when there was a higher
proportion of outside shareholders. Results additionally indicate
that impressions of the company differ depending on the type of
language utilized within the report. That is, subjects had more

positive impressions of a CEO and company to the extent that the



CEO disclosed positive information and utilized visionary language
in the CEQ's letter. These results provided partial support for the
hypotheses that CEOs are influenced by previous corporate
performance and the type of constituency in the letter of the annual
report and that the wording of the letter influences impressions of

the company.
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The Antecedents, Moderators and Consequences

of CEO Impression Management

"Impression management consists of any behavior by a person
that has the purpose of controlling or manipulating the attributions
and impressions formed of that person by others" (Tedeschi & Riess,
1981). People engage in impression management in a variety of
situations, including within organizations. Impression management
plays an important role in the performance appraisal process (Fandt
& Ferris, 1990), the employment interview (Fletcher, 1979), and the
exit interview (Goodale, 1982). Impression management is also an
important type of behavior used by top managers in the attempt to
lead their organizations and impress important constituencies
(Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). The present research is concerned
specifically with how individuals in top leadership positions manage
impressions in response to past performance of their organizations.

Top managers in organizations are accountable to multiple
constituencies, both inside (e.g., employees) and outside (e.g.,
shareholders) the organization. They often need to communicate
both positive and negative information on the performance of the
organization to these multiple constituencies. Managerial efforts to
rationalize and to legitimate organizational actions (Pfeffer, 1981)
are directed at internal and external constituencies, and successful
efforts to legitimate organizational actions must attempt to satisfy

the diverse criteria of these groups.



In the attempt to deal with past performance, top managers
can manage impressions in a variety of ways. Managers may either
conceal or disclose past performance (Abrahamson & Park, 1994).
They may also compare their performance or their firm's
performance with other managers or organizations respectively
(Bromley, 1977). Managers may rely on causal attributions to
explain past success or failure (Bettman & Weitz, 1983; Staw,
McKechnie & Puffer, 1983; Salancik & Meindl, 1984). Additional
methods of managing impressions that have not been investigated in
the research on impression management are surrounding events in a
set of goals (Schlenker, 1980) or using visionary language.

In this study | will first review past research on impression
management in organizations and then develop a model of impression
management as it occurs in CEO annual letters to shareholders.
Unlike previous studies of impression management in organizations
which have narrowly focused on disclosure/concealment and
attributions, this study will examine several impression
management strategies including disclosure/concealment,
attributions, goals, visionary language, and the interrelationships
among those strategies.

Impression Management

It is clearly in an individual's "interest to control the conduct
of others, especially their responsive treatment of him" (Goffman,
1959, p. 3). The common way that individuals accomplish this is to
engage in impression management or self-presentation. The term

impression management simply means the manner in which



individuals plan, adopt, and carry out the process of conveying an
image of self and of the interaction context to others. This process
is the "inevitable consequence of social perception" (Snyder, 1977, p.
8). People seem to be acutely aware that others are constantly
forming impressions and using these impressions to guide social
interactions. Therefore, the definition of the situation and oneself
that a presenter conveys and the resulting impressions that another
forms is instrumental to bringing the others behavior in line with
the presenter's interests.

The image that is conveyed depends on the interests or goals
of the presenter (Weary & Arkin, 1981). The goals, of course, are
varied and many and are related to previous performances of the
individual. According to Goffman (1959),

He may wish them to think highly of him, or to think that

he thinks highly of them, or to perceive how in fact he

feels toward them, or to obtain no clear-cut impression;

he may wish to ensure sufficient harmony so that the

interaction can be sustained, or to defraud, get rid or,

confuse, mislead, antagonize, or insult them (p.3).

Why do People Engage in Impression Management?

Several underlying reasons why individuals engage in self-
presentation have been explicitly or implicitly suggested by
researchers. This review will examine explanations based on (a)
social role playing in symbolic interaction; (b) avoiding blame and
gaining credit; (c) strategic self-presentations; (d) power and social

influence; and (e) creating connotative impressions.
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Symbolic interactionists adopt the view derived from Mead's

(1934) social philosophy that individuals learn to take on identities
related to the specific roles that they play. In other words, a
symbolic interactionist would say that people manage impressions
following a performance by playing a particular role. Through social
experiences, individuals label themselves, others, the situation and
the behaviors that occur in the situation. Therefore, self-
presentations function to define the social identities of individuals,
and the types of interactions that are appropriate and inappropriate
for the situation at hand. Of course, interpersonal interactions take
place in a larger social or cultural framework of rules governing
social interactions. Standards of propriety, morality, situated
identities, stigma, and structure of authority are only some of the
factors that govern an individual's behaviors. Symbolic
interactionism generally holds that the social context rather than
the motives, habits, or information processing of the individual is
essential to the understanding of social behavior (Rosenhan, 1973).

In addition to playing roles, individuals are also interested in
defending themselves against negative events that could result from
predicaments and obtaining credit for their praiseworthy actions
(Heider, 1958). According to the "accounts" view of impression
management, individuals use self-presentational strategies to both
(a) avoid blame and social disapproval by disassociating themselves
from negative performances and actions, and (b) gain credit and
social approval by associating themselves with positive ones

(Tedeschi & Riess, 1981).
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Self-presentation techniques also can include trying to make

oneself look better or increase one's social attractiveness. E.E.
Jones (1964) was an early laboratory-oriented social psychologist
who examined the self-presentational aspects of social behavior. He
believed that the basic process was ingratiation, which he defined
as "a class of strategic behaviors illicitly designed to influence a
particular other person concerning the attractiveness of one's
personal qualities" (Jones, 1964, p. 2). Therefore, one reason that
people engage in impression management in response to a
performance, according to Jones (1964), is to increase others'
perceptions of their social attractiveness.

Jones and Pittman (1982) proposed several alternatives to
ingratiation and distinguished among them in terms of the
attributions that the individual wants the audience to make after a
performance. The "intimidator" tries to convince the target that he
is dangerous in the sense that he has power to produce discomfort
for the target. The "self-promoter" seeks attributions of
competence, usually in one specific area, such as intelligence,
knowledge, or athletic prowess. The "exemplifier' was someone who
wants to be respected and admired for his integrity and moral
rectitude. Finally, "supplication" is used as a last resort by a person
who wishes to convey that he is a weak and dependent person to get
help from more powerful others. These individuals are constrained
in the amount and type of information they convey to the extent that
the target can verify the information. Jones and Pittman (1982)

mention that people manage impressions so as not to contradict



information that is publicly known and to avoid excessive use of
each strategy. Thus, an individual who is excessive may appear
boastful rather than competent, or malevolent rather than powerful.

Individuals may project various identities to others to create
the impression that they possess power-related resources
(Tedeschi, Schlenker, & Bonoma, 1973). These impressions enable
the individual to be more successful in attempts at social influence.
For instance, an individual might attempt to convince others that
they have expertise with regard to a topic so as to gain their
compliance. Another possibility is that individuals may attempt to
impress others that they possess the means to reward or punish
them. There are as many potential identities as there are power-
related resources that can be used in social influence.

In summary, there are many reasons that individuals manage
impressions of themselves after a performance. Controlling the
identities perceived by others has the effect of defining the
situation and thereby establishes the norms and behaviors
appropriate for an interaction (Tedeschi & Riess, 1981). Self-
presentation may be directed towards receiving credit for positive
events or avoiding blame for negative events. Specific strategies
may be used to gain immediate objectives in interactions with
others. Furthermore, the individual's self-presentation may lead to
the development of power or specific reputations that may have an

effect on future interactions.



ow People Engage in Impression Manage ?

Impression management generally results from previous
performances which can range from poor to excellent. Schlenker
(1980) described impression management techniques by framing
them around the notion of a predicament or a previous poor
performance. He defines a predicament as a “situation in which
events have undesirable implications for the identity-relevant
images actors have claimed or desire to claim in front of real or
imagined audiences" (p. 125). Typically a poor performance on a task
or role poses a predicament in the sense of threatening a valued
identity and individuals may attempt to subsequently manage
impressions through their conveyance of the performance, their
acceptance or denial of responsibility, statement of intention, and
visionary language.

Conveyance of Performance. One way in which an individual
may handle a previous poor performance, or a predicament is to
avoid or conceal the event (Goffman, 1959, 1967). Research
demonstrates that people will sacrifice monetary payoffs in order
to minimize public embarrassment (Brown, 1968, 1970; Brown &
Garland, 1971; Garland & Brown, 1972). An individual may be more
likely to conceal a performance to the extent that the information
can not be verified. In addition an event may be concealed to the
extent that the individual is not forced by peer or regulational
pressures to disclose the event. The opposite side of concealment is
disclosure, which is also an impression management technique that

an individual may choose in order to handle positive or negative
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performances (Sutton & Calahan, 1994). In this case, an individual

mentions a previous performance and then describes exactly what
happened in an attempt to explain outcomes. An individual may
disclose a negative event in order to show that he is trying to take
control of the consequences of the event. In addition, an individual
may disclose negative information because of legal or peer

constraints.

Attributions of Responsibility for Performance. Schlenker

(1980) describes multiple ways in which individuals can take or
deny responsibility for a previous performance. An individual can
take responsibility for a previous performance by engaging in
ingratiation. In this technique, people use flattery, agree with
others' opinions, and do favors to get people with influence to like
them (Jones & Wortman, 1973). Individuals could use self-
promotion by embellishing their accomplishments and overstating
their abilities (Ringer, 1973). When individuals attribute previous
performances to internal causes they often take responsibility for
that performance. There is evidence that individuals are more likely
to attribute previous good performances to internal causes than to
external causes (Higgins, Kuiper, and Olsen, 1981; Salancik, 1982).
For instance, an individual may attribute his success on a midterm
to his superior study skills.

Individuals can use an apology, in which they admit
blameworthiness for an undesirable event at the same time they
attempt to obtain a pardon to reduce the negative repercussions.

Apologies are designed to convince the audience that the event
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should not be considered a fair representation of what the individual

is really like (Goffman, 1971). Schlenker (1980) described
acclaiming as a way in which individuals can claim responsibility
for an event. Acclaiming tactics are designed to explain a desirable
event in a way that maximizes implications for the individual. To do
so, individuals use entitlings, which maximize their responsibility
for the event, and enhancements, which maximize the desirability of
the event itself (Schlenker & Riess, 1979).

Excuses are attempts by individuals to minimize their
responsibility for predicament-creating events. In an excuse an
individual explicitly admits that an event did occur and they played a
part (Scott & Lyman, 1968). For instance, a soldier might admit that
he killed, but include the statement that he was under orders.
Justifications are attempts by individuals to minimize or deny the
undesirable nature of a predicament-creating event. An individual
explicitly admits that an event did occur and they have some
responsibility (Scott & Lyman, 1968). For instance, a soldier may
acknowledge killing but may justify it by noting that the enemy
deserved his fate. One type of justification is comparison. In this
approach the individual tries to minimize the undesirability of the
event by comparing his or her own situation with those of others
who did the same thing or worse but are not punished (Bramel, 1962,
1963; Holmes, 1978; Steiner, 1968). It is exemplified by
statements like "others do worse things," or "everybody does it"

(Scott & Lyman, 1968).
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An individual may deny responsibility for a performance by

accounting. This technique is characterized by attempts to distance
the self from negative events (Bettman & Weitz, 1983; Salancik &
Meindl, 1984). They may do this by denying responsibility for the
problem or by diminishing the problem. Schlenker (1980) describes
accounts as explanations of a predicament-creating event designed
to minimize the apparent severity of the predicament. The
individual provides a more acceptable explanation of the event than
that provided in a worst case scenario. Through accounts, the
individual tries to influence the audience's views about the event
and his responsibility for the event (Mills, 1940). Defenses of
innocence are attempts by individuals to show that they had nothing
to do with an event. They either state that the event never occurred
or they were not responsible (Scott & Lyman, 1968). These defenses
completely dissociate the individual from the proposed event and
offer the possibility of complete exoneration. One way in which
individuals can defend their innocence for a particular event is by
making external causal attributions. There is evidence that
individuals tend to attribute successful outcomes to their own
actions and unsuccessful outcomes to environmental causes (Weiner,
1971; MacArthur, 1972; Ross, 1977; Higgins, Kuiper, and Olsen,
1981; Salancik, 1982). This relationship is not symmetrical in the
sense that the former occurs more often than the latter.

oal Setting. Individuals can deal with past performances by
setting goals for the future. Undesirable events can be justified by

surrounding them with a larger set of values and goals that are
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either admirable or acceptable. Pfeffer (1981) quoted George Gallup

as saying: "People tend to judge a man by his goals, by what he is
trying to do, and not necessarily by how well he succeeds" (p. 78). It
can be suggested therefore that individuals may utilize goal setting
in order to impress upon others that they are hard working and
ambitious. The literature on goal setting clearly indicates that
individuals with specific and challenging goals outperform those
with no goals or goals that are easy to achieve (Locke & Latham,
1984). Additionally Dosset & Greenberg (1981), found that
supervisors rated subordinates who set a specific goal as being
more committed. It can be suggested therefore that in response to a
predicament, setting a specific goal may be seen as more admirable
because it places the individual in a position of apparent control.
Therefore, general goals or specific goals can be brought to bear to
justify past events and transform the heinous into the meritorious.
Additionally, goals can be set in response to a successful
performance as well as a poor performance. That is, after an
individual performs successfully they may state goals for the future
in order to further impress the audience. The study of goal setting
as an impression management technique has been neglected in the
past and will be examined in this study.

Visionary Language. Another way of dealing with a prior
performance is to act in a visionary or charismatic manner. The
"visionary charismatic" begins with ideological fervor and then
moves on to action, unlike the “crisis charismatic," who begins with

solutions to crises and then develops ideological justification for
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those solutions (Boal & Bryson, 1987). Visionary techniques include

stating a vision, communicating high expectations of followers,
amplifying values, and telling organization stories (House, 1977;
Conger & Kanungo, 1987; Conger, 1991).

In stating a vision, an individual may describe the seriousness
of a current situation and then state their vision as an attractive
pathway for the future. A vision is an idealized future state that
the leader wants his group to achieve (Conger, 1991). This may be a
way of convincing an audience that an individual has control of the
situation and has a plan for the future.

In communicating high expectations or concern for followers
individuals can gain trust. Individuals are trusted when they
advocate their position in a disinterested manner and stress a
concern for others needs (Walster, Aronson & Abrahams, 1966).
After a poor performance, an individual who transforms his
followers needs into a total dedication and commitment is trusted
more than an individual with no concern for his followers.
Organizational stories can vividly convey the values and behaviors
important to an organization (Conger, 1991). After a poor
performance an individual could tell a story that perhaps reveals the
importance of coping with the unexpected and relates that the
organization has recovered before and can do it again. In amplifying
values individuals can elevate certain modes of conduct that are
central to their mission. For instance, an individual can attempt to
make the situation better by appealing to greater values, like

conserving energy or preserving the environment.
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There are various methods therefore that individuals can

utilize to manage impressions. Similar types of impression
management techniques have been studied in organizational settings.
The applications of impression management in the organization are
reviewed in the following section. One application of impression
management in the organization that will be the primary focus in
this study is impression management of top management or CEOs in
response to a past performance.
Impression_Management in_Qrganizations

Impression management can be observed at all levels of an
organization as individuals attempt to be accountable, impress
constituents, and gather support. There are trends in the
organizational literature that suggest that researchers see the
issues of stakeholder management, accountability, and
organizational justifications as increasingly important (Heath &
Nelson, 1986; Tetlock, 1985). For example, Murray (1978) suggests
that strategic choice is a negotiated outcome, and notes the
increasing pressure on organizations for accountability.
Organizational scholars are becoming more interested in ways in
which CEOs signal different types of information to the capital
market and the effects of these signals (Feldman & March, 1981;
Zajac, 1988). A firm's formal communications (e.g., annual reports,
press releases, newsletters to shareholders, interviews in business
publications) can offer insights into how organizational agents
attempt to manage stakeholder's perceptions of the firm and of the

top management team. These formal communications are all ways in



14
which a CEO can manage impressions pertaining to past

performances.

Impression management of top managers in organizations will
be discussed in terms of two theoretical literatures that suggest
that people in general (i.e., impression management theory) and top
managers in particular (i.e., agency theory) may be motivated to
present information in ways that protect their own interests or
enhance their reputations. Impression management theory looks at
self-presentational tactics and their role in social influence
processes, and has been defined as "the conscious or unconscious
attempt to control images that are projected in real or imagined
social interactions" (Schlenker, 1980, p. 6). The theory has its
origins in the sociological work of Goffman (1959, 1981) on self-
presentational behavior. Social psychologists have further
developed and tested impression management theory, usually in
laboratory settings (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).

Impression management in organizational settings more
recently has been the topic of considerable interest in the
organizational behavior literature (Gardner & Martinko, 1988b;
Giacalone & Rosenfeld, 1989) and has been linked with political
processes in organizations (Ferris, Russ, & Fandt, 1989).
Impression management theory posits that individuals are motivated
to engage in behaviors that will favorably influence others'
assessment of them, whereas agency theory focuses on corporate
governance issues that cause top managers in particular to pursue

their own interests at the expense of principals (i.e., owners). The
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impression management literature suggests that the self-

presentational process is very complex. This complexity is evident
in Gardner and Martinko's (1988b) framework that includes the
major variables found to be important in impression management in
organizations. This framework includes factors related to the
individual engaging in impression management (e.g., the person's
status, physical attributes, abilities, self-concept, and need for
approval), characteristics of the audience to which the behaviors are
targeted (e.g., the power and status of the audience), situational
factors (e.g., favorability and ambiguity of the situation) and
environmental factors (e.g., organizational culture).

Impression management applied to organizational settings
suggests that efforts to rationalize and to legitimate managerial
decisions and performances may be motivated by personal concerns.
For instance, managers may fear that their careers would be
jeopardized if stakeholders perceived their actions as irrational or
irresponsible, or if they were blamed for poor firm performance. On
the other hand, if they enhance the perceptions of their managerial
abilities it may result in increasing their reputation and could
possibly increase their compensation. An impression management
approach would suggest that managers may be motivated to
represent both the environment and their actions so as to increase
their own outcomes (Rosenfeld, 1990).

The agency theory approach suggests a rationale for self-
interested behavior in top managers. Originating in micro-

economics, agency theory directly considers the problem of the
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divergence between shareholder and manager interests that arise as

a result of the separation of ownership and control (Berle & Means,
1932). As the number of owners increases, thus dispersing
ownership, individual owners (shareholders) can no longer be
involved in the day-to-day management of the organization. Owners
therefore hire managers to act as their agents in running the firm.
This arrangement leaves shareholders with the risk, and managers
with the obligation to perform and to be loyal to the shareholders
(Eisenhardt, 1985). Agency theory and impression management
theory both suggest that management is motivated to present
information in a self-serving manner. Research has suggested also
that managers act to protect managerial discretion, and that
managers "gain discretion by appearing to conform to
environmentally preferred ideologies" (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984, p.
182).

It would be difficult to monitor and identify the day-to-day
impression management of top managers. However, there is a source
of organizational data that seems well suited to the study of
impression management -- annual reports, which are issued every
year by corporations. In particular, the CEO's letter to shareholders
in the annual report is a means of communicating with the public the
results of the year and providing reasons for these results. The
proposed research will use the letter as a source of information on
impression management. What follows is a review of research on

impression management in the shareholder letter.
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Review nual Report Research

The annual report to shareholders and the CEQ's letter that
accompanies this report are important vehicles for communicating
information to shareholders. Evidence of this importance comes
from surveys of CEOs in which they have stated that the annual
report is their primary means of communication to shareholderé
(Goodman, 1980). Also, the CEO's letter is the most widely read part
of the document (Courtis, 1982; Lee & Tweedie, 1975). A Securities
and Exchange Commission (SEC) survey found that 91 percent of
shareholders reported reading the CEQ's letter at least "somewhat
thoroughly," and that 74 percent stated it was at least "moderately
useful" for information purposes (House Committee on Interstate and
Foreign Commerce, 1977, p. 287). Given its high visibility and broad
distribution to important stakeholders, the annual report can be
considered representative of a firm's broad array of communication
channels (e.g., press releases, newsletters to shareholders,
interviews in business publications). The report may offer insights
into an organization's approach to managing important shareholders'
perceptions of the firm and of the top management team (Russ,
1991).

Publicly held organizations are required to publish annual
reports on their performance. If they so desire, managers could
simply issue reports of financial data (e.g., the 10K report).
Additionally, beginning with 1987 annual reports, corporations are
required to include considerably less information in the annual

report than previously required. Interestingly, very few firms chose
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to move to the summary format, despite its considerable cost-

savings advantages (Byrne, 1988). Far from delivering information
in a terse, boring "businesslike" manner, many firms have chosen to
present shareholders with "a document that looks and reads more
like a magazine than like a dull corporate document" (Byrne, 1988,
p.66).

Given the importance of the shareholder letter, it is
appropriate that several studies have focused on letters to
shareholders from corporate annual reports (Staw, McKechnie, &
Puffer, 1983; Bettman & Weitz, 1983; Salancik & Meindl, 1984;
Abrahamson & Park, 1994). See Figure 1 for a review of these
studies.

Research by Bowman (1976, 1978, 1984) is typical of the
rational approach to organizational communications. The rational
approach suggests a straightforward and reliable source of
information on organizational strategies. A rational approach would
suggest that annual reports are a mechanism for communicating
objective, concrete corporate information to investors in order to
facilitate investment decisions. Bowman (1984) found through
annual report content analysis that line-by-line, the annual report is
a reasonable surrogate for real activity. He accomplished this by
utilizing two tests of validity of annual report content analyses.
Each test utilized different topics (social responsibility,
international activities), different industries, different external
reality sources and different statistical tests. Bowman's

explanation of organization communication, leaves unresolved the
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question of why top managers choose to expend time and resources

in order to offer more information -- and information of a different
type -- than is required. Perhaps top managers are trying to manage
impressions in the letter in addition to communicating corporate
information.

Especially relevant to the proposed research is the evidence of
impression management in annual reports. When a CEO is faced with
a previous poor performance often times this represents a
predicament (Schlenker, 1980), in the sense that there may be
undesirable implications. As discussed previously, there are
alternative techniques for dealing with a predicament. Ways in
which CEOs can deal with the predicament of a poor organizational
performance are comparable to the previously discussed strategies
used in dealing with predicaments.

Conveyance of Performance. Abrahamson and Park (1994)
performed a computer assisted content analysis of 1,000 CEOs'
letters from annual reports to examine if and when CEOs use
concealment strategies in their communications with shareholders.
They assumed that by examining the effects of shareholders,
directors, and accountants on CEO communication with shareholders
in the CEOs' letter they could discover if and when concealment
occurred. They argued that if they found that specific directors,
shareholders, or accountants affected disclosure of negative
organizational outcomes, they would have evidence that CEOs
conceal such outcomes. They additionally argued that if they found

concealment was associated with subsequent short-term stock






