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Chapter 3 • The Foundations of Modern Leadership

and is willing to show the way, no matter what. His presence, his energy, and his unbending
confidence in “his way” make converts. Hartnett has created an organization that is consistent
and that simplifies everybody’s life.
Questions
1. How would you describe Jack Hartnett’s leadership style?
2. Why do you think some employees would find it difficult to work for him?
Sources: Ballon, M. “Extreme managing,” Inc., July 1998, 60–72. Ruggless. R. D. L. Rogers Group. 1998. Nation’s
Restaurant News, January. http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m3190/is_n4_v32/ai_20199540/ (accessed January
20, 2010).
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Chapter

4
Individual Differences
and Traits

After studying this chapter, you will be able to:
1. Explain the elements and impact of individual difference characteristics in leadership.
2. Discuss the role demographic characteristics play in leadership.
3. Identify the impact of values on leadership.
4. Present the relationship between abilities and skills and leadership including
emotional intelligence and creativity.
5. Highlight the role of key personality traits relevant to leadership including the
following:

•
•
•
•
•

The Big Five
The proactive personality
Type A
Self-monitoring
The dark triad

6. Be able to use individual characteristics appropriately.

THE LEADERSHIP QUESTION
You now know that leadership is more than just a set of traits. However, personal characteristics, including personality, do matter. What personal characteristics do you think
matter most in leadership? Which ones detract from leadership effectiveness?

Even a quick reading of the history and mythology of any civilization indicates
that leaders are considered special. Their physical characteristics are described
in detail, their personalities dissected, and their actions celebrated. Long lists of
traits and personal exploits are provided. The detailed information about leaders
focuses our attention on the person. It echoes a common belief that leaders possess
126
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something out of the ordinary—something within them that makes them special and worthy of
our attention. Many believe that good leaders have natural, inborn characteristics that set them
apart from others. Most of us can produce a list of personal characteristics of effective leaders.
Leaders are courageous; they show initiative and integrity; they communicate well; and they
are intelligent, perceptive, goal-directed, and so forth. As discussed in Chapter 3 , the results of
hundreds of studies do not yield a specific profile for leaders. Traits may matter, but one trait, or
even a collection of traits, does not determine who will become a leader and whether that person
will be effective. That said, there are certain individual characteristics that impact leadership and
may affect leadership effectiveness. Jay Conger, renowned leadership scholar, once stated that
the issue is not: “whether leaders are born or made. They are born and made” (Conger, 2004).
In recent years, the interest in understanding the individual characteristics and personalities of leaders has reemerged, with many studies linking personality and other stable individual
characteristics to leadership (e.g., see Furnham et al., 2013; for reviews see Antonakis, Day,
and Schyns, 2012; Judge, Piccolo, and Kosalka, 2009; and Zaccaro, 2007). Additionally, the
neo-charismatic theories that we discuss in Chapter 6 include individual traits as a key factor in
leadership effectiveness. The major difference between earlier approaches during the Trait Era
and the recent ones is the researchers’ more complex approach. The search is not simply for one
individual trait or a combination of traits. Instead, modern theorists consider the complex interaction among traits, behaviors, and situational characteristics, such as expectations of followers.
Within this framework, it is important to understand the role that several personal characteristics
may play in determining leadership style and behavior. Additionally, self-awareness of one’s
strengths and weaknesses continues to be at the heart of leader development (see Chapter 10).
This chapter discusses the role of individual characteristics in leadership by considering
demographic characteristics, values, abilities, skills, and several personality traits. These individual
characteristics do not determine how effective a leader will be. They, however, do affect the way
leaders think, behave, and approach problems, their preferences, and their interpersonal interactions.

ELEMENts aNd iMpact Of iNdividuaL diffErENcE
charactEristics
What makes every person unique is a combination of many factors, including demographic, physical, psychological, and behavioral differences. They are at the core of who we are. Figure 4-1
shows a framework for understanding individual differences and their complex components.
Heredity and environment are the two determinants of individual characteristics. The interactionist view suggests that, although experts debate the relative influence of each, these two determinants interact to influence the development of individual characteristics. Although genetic
studies establish a link between heredity and some personality traits, research also shows that the
environment strongly affects us. Influences include physical location, family, culture, religion,
education, early experiences, and friends.
To understand individual differences, we must consider the interaction between heredity and
the environment. Environmental and social conditions can reinforce genetic patterns to influence a
leader’s personality, as can cultural factors, the educational system, and parental upbringing. For
instance, in the United States, the genetic traits typically associated with being male are further reinforced by social norms that encourage boys to be competitive and aggressive. Similarly, although
female babies tend to develop language skills earlier than males, parents who speak more to their girls
and schools that expect girls to be proficient in language reinforce their verbal skills. These genetic
and environmental influences interact and are reflected later in life in leadership styles and behaviors.
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Part I • Building Blocks
Heredity
Genes
Race/Ethnicity
Gender

Environment
Culture and education
Parental influence
Physical environment

Individual Characteristics

Demographic
Factors
Values
Personality
Traits

Abilities and
Skills

Leadership Style
and Behaviors
figurE 4-1

Individual Differences Framework

As shown in Figure 4-1, four major individual difference characteristics can affect
leadership style: demographic factors, values, abilities and skills, and personality. Demographic
factors such as age and ethnic background are individual difference characteristics that may
affect individual behavior and to some extent leadership style. Values are stable, long-lasting
beliefs and preferences about what is worthwhile and desirable. They are principles that guide
behavior. Ability, or aptitude, is a natural talent for doing something mental or physical. This
category includes things such as intelligence and creativity. A skill is an acquired talent that a
person develops related to a specific task. Whereas ability is somewhat stable over time, skills
change with training and experience and from one task to another. You cannot train leaders to
develop an ability or aptitude, but you can train them in new leadership skills. Personality refers
to a stable set of psychological characteristics that makes each person unique and constitutes a
person’s character and temperament.
individual characteristics provide a range
Although individual characteristics tend to be stable, that stability does not mean that people
cannot behave in ways that are inconsistent with their personality, values, and attitudes. Instead,
each characteristic provides a behavioral zone of comfort as presented in Figure 4-2. The zone
of comfort includes a range of behaviors that come naturally and feel comfortable to perform
because they reflect individual characteristics. Behaving outside that zone is difficult, takes
practice, and in some cases might not be possible. Although we are at ease in our behavioral
comfort zone, we learn and grow by moving to our zones of discomfort. The behaviors outside
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Comfort Zone
Individual Characteristics

Zone of
Discomfort

Demographic
Factors

Personality
Traits

Abilities and
Skills

Zone of
Discomfort

Values

Comfort Zone

figurE 4-2

Individual Characteristics and Behavioral Range

the comfort zone challenge us and push us to our limits. Therefore, although it is difficult to do
so, an effective learning tool is to move outside the comfort zone.
When situations provide little guidance and are loosely structured, a person’s individual
characteristics can have a strong impact (Mischel, 1973; Weiss and Adler, 1984; Zhang, Ilies,
and Arvey, 2009). However, when the situation provides strong behavioral cues—cues that signal what behaviors and actions are expected and appropriate—most people behave according to
those cues, regardless of their personality traits or other individual characteristics. For example,
a highly mechanistic and bureaucratic organization with a strong culture that provides detailed,
clear rules of behavior will not encourage its managers to express their individuality (e.g., see the
case at the end of Chapter 3). In contrast, a loosely structured, organic organization that provides
autonomy will allow leaders and employees the latitude to experiment and show their individual
differences.
The remainder of the chapter presents individual difference characteristics that have the
potential to affect leadership or that can help in understanding leadership styles.

dEMOgraphic charactEristics Of LEadErs
Several research projects focused on the demographic characteristics of who has and gets power
in the United States have yielded consistent results. By and large, the leadership of organizations
is a homogeneous group. A 1989 study of 800 U.S. executives found that all were male; they
were firstborns in two-parent, middle-class families living in the rust belt (Kurtz et al., 1989).
Close to 90 percent were married, with a median age of 58, and many considered themselves to
be religious. Eighty percent were right-handed; they were taller and smoked less than the general
population and tended to exercise a fair amount. The CEOs were considerably more educated
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