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Voorwoord

Legend has it that the author as a seven year old during a hike in Austria out of the blue asked 

her parents “Will we be home by 3?”. To this day, this question is used (mainly by those who 

are supposed to love her unconditionally but whatever) to describe her above average need 

for structure, consistency, and predictability. Since research is mesearch, it might come as no 

surprise that this book’s topic is consistency. However, rather than actually studying 

consistency, for the past five years the author studied the one thing she can’t stand: the lack 

of it. All to make the world a better place for people like her. Isn’t she the best?!*

*Narcissists are likely to be perceived as inconsistent, especially female narcissists. I am just going to leave that here.
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In the changing world of organizations, characterized by complexity and dynamism, 

leaders face a big challenge: the need to adapt their behaviors to effectively navigate shifting 

demands. In order to be effective, leaders nowadays have to listen to the wishes of their own 

managers, their followers, and the outside world. While leading their followers, they must 

educate themselves on an ever increasing amount of topics such as leading diversity (e.g., 

Homan et al., 2020), managing sustainability (e.g., Odugbesan et al., 2023), and dealing with 

artificial intelligence (Peifer et al., 2022). This introduces a perplexing dilemma: How can 

leaders maintain their credibility and reliability in the eyes of their followers when they must

navigate shifting demands, adapt to changing circumstances, face diverse challenges and at 

times, display seemingly contradictory behaviors? This dilemma gives rise to the risk for 

leaders to be perceived as displaying "inconsistent leader behavior" representing the dark side 

of leader behavioral variability. In the pages ahead, I will provide an overview of the history 

of the construct, explain more about the dilemma, and introduce the construct of inconsistent 

leader behavior. 

1.1 The history of inconsistent leader behavior: Contextual leadership research

The importance of tailoring leader behavior to specific situations has been a focus in 

leadership studies for an extended period. After a few decades of leader-centric approaches to 

study leadership in the 20th century, Fiedler (1958) proposed that leadership does not occur in 

a vacuum and that situational factors play a considerable role in determining outcomes of 

leader behavior. He developed a theory to explain why some leaders perform well under one 

condition while others perform well under different conditions. This contingency model of 

leadership postulates that the effectiveness of a group or organization is a function of the 

interaction between the motivation system of the leader and the favorableness of the situation. 

The model was used to explore whether group performance was determined by a match 

between leader style (or orientation) and the situation. 

Subsequently, other researchers started exploring similar theories. In both the

Multiple-linkage model (Yukl, 1971) as well as path-goal theory (House & Mitchell, 1975)

situational demands are taken into account in such a way that different appropriate behaviors 

are identified for managers who are responsible for different types of tasks. Also, in the

leader-member exchange theory, Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) theorize that different leader 

tactics are appropriate depending on the quality of the exchange relationship between leader 

and follower. The popularity of these situational theories shows that decades ago, researchers 
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already agreed on that adapting leader behavior to the situation is important for leader 

effectiveness, and hence the importance of leader behavioral variability.

According to Behavioral Complexity Theory effective leaders need to display a range of 

often paradoxical and contradictory leadership behaviors depending on the situation (Denison et 

al., 1995). Leaders’ competence, as such, is defined by the breadth and depth of their 

behavioral repertoire. Previous research shows that leaders that display a greater variety of 

leadership behaviors are rated more effective than the ones with a restricted range (Denison et 

al., 1995). All in all, one could argue that leaders who want to be effective and successful 

should make sure to have a wide range of behaviors at their disposal. However, this is not the 

only thing effective leaders should master, another important characteristic for a leader to 

display is behavioral consistency (Yukl, 2008a).

Through consistent actions, leaders can communicate their core values to their 

followers (Gardner et al., 2005) and reduce uncertainty (Katz-Navon et al., 2020). The 

consistency rule, the rule that authorities use procedures consistently across people and over 

time (Leventhal, 1980), is deemed most important for perceptions of fairness (e.g., Barrett-

Howard & Tyler, 1986). Consistency contributes to follower’s trust in their leader and ratings 

of effectiveness (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). In line with this, research has shown that 

inconsistency is viewed negatively and as something that should be avoided (e.g., De Cremer, 

2003, Mullen et al., 2011).

1.2 The Dilemma

This  combination of adaptation and consistency is where it becomes problematic: two 

of the most important characteristics for a leader to display are to some extent incompatible, 

at least so it seems. How can leaders remain credible and reliable in the eyes of followers 

while also showing conflicting behaviors (e.g., adapting behavior to the situation on the one 

hand while showing consistent behavior on the other hand)? The solution may lie in the word 

‘appropriate’. Denison and colleagues (1995) argue that “effective leaders are those who have 

the cognitive and behavioral complexity to respond appropriately to a wide range of 

situations that may in fact require contrary or opposing behaviors” (p. 526). As such, one 

might argue for appropriate variability, where appropriate implies that though the behavior 

varies, it is clearly consistent with the demands at that specific moment. Accordingly, leader 

behavior could be categorized along two axes: an “appropriateness” axis running from 

1
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inappropriate to appropriate and a “variability” axis running from stable to variable. Figure 1 

shows the four resulting categories.

1.3 Appropriate Variability: Flexible Leadership

Flexible leadership, described as “changing behavior in appropriate ways as the 

situation changes” (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010, p. 81), seems to perfectly match appropriate 

variability. Flexibility is considered very important and even essential for managers (e.g., 

Burke & Cooper, 2004). Leaders that are behaviorally flexible have a wide variety of 

behaviors at their disposal and are able to identify the behaviors that are relevant for a 

specific situation and adapt their behaviors accordingly (Yukl, 2012). Overall, researchers 

argue that organizational performance improves under flexible and adaptive leadership (Yukl, 

2008a). 

So, problem solved? Yes and no. Though flexible leadership can be effective (Yukl & 

Mahsud, 2010), here we argue that it is unlikely that every single leader will be willing and 

able to display flexible leader behavior. Furthermore, we do not yet know what happens when 

flexibility goes bad. In this dissertation we introduce the term inconsistent leader behavior to 

Figure 1. Categorization of leader behavior on appropriateness and variability axes
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describe the dark side of leader behavioral variability, that is inappropriate variability. For 

example, inconsistent leaders could sometimes be very clear about what tasks followers 

should perform while other times leave followers in the dark regarding their tasks. We argue 

that inconsistent leader behavior is not the same as the lack of or the opposite of flexibility, 

but rather reflects a lack of appropriateness and we define it as ‘follower’s experience of 

erratic behavioral variability that, in their eyes, happens without an apparent reason’.

1.4 Inappropriate Variability: Inconsistent Leader Behavior

As compared to flexible leadership, inconsistent leader behavior has received surprisingly 

little research attention (for exceptions see Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022, and Vullinghs et al., 

2020). Yet, several scholars have started to explore constructs related to inconsistent leader 

behavior, such as dynamic leader behavior (changes in behavior over time, McClean et al., 

2019), emotional inconsistency (expressing different emotions over the course of a single 

conversation, Sinaceur et al., 2013), and behavioral integrity (the alignment between words 

and deeds, Simons, 2002; Dineen et al., 2006). 

All in all, though inconsistent leader behavior is related to these other leadership 

constructs, none of them fully overlaps with inconsistent leader behavior. Similar to 

inconsistent leader behavior, almost all of these constructs are subjective in character. 

However, most are described as positive and focus on explicit reasons for varying leader 

behavior (e.g., flexible leadership, Yukl & Mahsud, 2010; versatile leadership, Kaplan & 

Kaiser, 2003) as compared to the negative description of inconsistent leader behavior that 

only ‘happens’ when there are no clear reasons. The more negative constructs focus either on 

the incompetent application of a specific style or on the strategic use of behavioral variability 

(i.e., inconsistent but with a clear reason) and are specific rather than describing more general 

behavior (e.g., emotional inconsistency, Sinaceur et al., 2013).

1.5 Outline

In this dissertation we develop knowledge about when and why leaders are perceived 

as displaying inconsistent behavior and how and when leader inconsistency hampers (team) 

outcomes. What happens when leader behavioral variability goes bad and leaders’ behavior 

varies, but not in an adaptive way? Specifically, the aim of this dissertation is to investigate 

the topic of inconsistent leader behavior by focusing on four questions: (1) How can we 

measure perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior and what does the nomological network 

of this construct look like? (Chapter 2), (2) How does leader narcissism relate to perceptions 
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of inconsistency, and what role does gender play in that relationship? (Chapter 3), (3) How 

do perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior affect follower mental health? (Chapter 4), and 

(4) What is the effect of observing between-person inconsistency on anger? (Chapter 5). In 

what follows, the four empirical chapters are briefly outlined. When referring to the studies of 

this dissertation, I will use a plural pronoun to acknowledge the contributions of my co-

authors in this research.

1.5.1 Chapter 2: Conceptualizing Perceptions of Leader Inconsistency

In Chapter 2, we specify and theoretically develop inconsistent leader behavior. We 

clarify what differentiates inconsistent leader behavior from other, related constructs and 

conceptualize it as the dark side of behavioral variability, where leaders are perceived to 

erratically change their behavior without an apparent reason. We develop and validate the 

ILB-4, a four-item scale to measure general perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior in 

followers. Furthermore, we develop two additional scales that focus on inconsistency in 

initiating structure and in consideration leader behavior, two fundamental factors in research 

on leader behavior that have proven to be robust and important predictors of follower 

reactions to their leaders (Fleishman, 1995; Judge et al., 2004). In four studies we establish 

the psychometric properties of these scales and test the nomological network of inconsistent 

leader behavior.

1.5.2 Chapter 3: Antecedents of Inconsistency

In Chapter 3, we focus on what precedes leader inconsistency by studying the 

relationship between leader narcissism and perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior, 

moderated by gender. We propose that the characteristics of narcissistic leaders, such as 

arrogance, opportunism, and impulsivity, imply an element of irrationality in leader’s 

behaviors which can result in perceptions of inconsistency. In addition, we argue that gender 

plays a role in determining whether or not narcissistic leaders are perceived as inconsistent. 

Previous research has shown that gender influences how certain characteristics are evaluated, 

such that women and men are perceived differently depending on the socially expected and 

accepted sex role behavior (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Social role theory suggests that men

are expected to display more agentic and women more communal behavior (Eagly, 1987), 

expectations that are also found for leaders. As narcissistic behavior reflects more agentic 

traits, it is more in line with stereotypical masculine behavior as compared to feminine 

behavior. Based on the judgment model (Sherif & Hovland, 1961), we argue that the 

characteristics of narcissistic leaders that communicate inconsistency are more salient when 
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evaluating female leaders than when evaluating male leaders (as the contrast between what is 

expected and what is displayed is bigger for female leaders). Accordingly, we propose that 

female narcissistic leaders are more likely to be perceived as inconsistent than male 

narcissistic leaders. 

We also examine the relationship between perceptions of inconsistency and follower 

performance. We argue that perceived inconsistent leader behavior is negatively related to 

follower performance as these perceptions cause stress and deplete followers’ energy. As 

responses to leader behavior are found to be influenced by the quality of the relationship 

between leader and follower, we take leader-member exchange into account and propose that 

the expected negative relationship between perceived inconsistency and follower 

performance is strongest for followers in a low-quality relationship with their leader. Overall, 

we test whether leader narcissism is most strongly negatively related to follower performance 

through perceptions of inconsistent behavior for female leaders who have a low-quality 

relationship with their followers.

1.5.3 Chapter 4: Consequences of Inconsistent Leader Behavior

After studying the antecedents of perceptions of inconsistency in Chapter 3, in 

Chapter 4 we turn to the outcomes of these perceptions. Specifically, in a large-scale field 

study amongst over thirty thousand employees working for a Brazilian bank we explore the 

relationship between perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior and follower mental health 

and look at the role of psychological safety climate. We draw on the job demands-resources 

model (JD-R, Demerouti et al., 2001) to argue that perceptions of inconsistent leader 

behavior can be considered a job demand that depletes follower energy because inconsistent 

leaders create an unpredictable and unsafe work environment. More specifically, we argue 

that followers perceiving inconsistent leader behavior feel less psychologically safe.

Furthermore, according to the JD-R model, job demands interact with job resources to 

affect well-being on the job (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). In our study we look at job 

autonomy, a job resource that provides employees with opportunities to cope with stressful 

situations (e.g., Jenkins, 1991) and argue that it buffers the negative effect of inconsistent 

leader behavior on psychological safety. Finally, we look at the effect of decreased 

psychological safety on employee mental health, measured as team-level absenteeism due to 

mental health problems, and propose that absenteeism increases as an outcome of decreased 

psychological safety. With our full theoretical model we hypothesize that perceptions of 

1
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inconsistent leader behavior lead to a decrease in psychological safety and, through that, an 

increase in absenteeism, especially for employees with low job autonomy. 

1.5.4 Chapter 5: Outcomes of Observing Between-Person Inconsistency

So far, in each chapter discussed, we investigated (the antecedents and outcomes of) 

within-person inconsistency, where the person answering the questions is the one that is (to 

some extent) treated inconsistently by one specific leader. In Chapter 5 we study what 

happens when someone observes between-person inconsistency. In an online experiment 

amongst British soccer fans we conduct a 2x2x2 study to manipulate inconsistency, outcome 

favorability, and identification with the victim of (in)consistency. Participants are confronted 

with two very similar match situations during which a player performed a dangerous tackle 

on a player from the opposing team. For the participants in the high identification conditions,

the situations involve the team they supported facing their strongest opponent. Participants in 

the low identification conditions read about two different teams they are not particularly 

attached to, team X and team Y. To manipulate consistency, we describe referee decisions 

following the described match situations that are either the same for both teams (consistent,

both teams receiving a yellow card after a foul) or differ between teams (inconsistent, only 

team X receives a yellow card after committing a foul, team Y does not receive a card after a 

foul). Finally, the decisions can result in either favorable outcomes (no punishment) or 

unfavorable/harmful outcomes (receiving a yellow card). 

We draw on social psychological research and procedural fairness theory (e.g., 

Brockner et al., 2001; Folger & Kass, 2000; Wenzel, 2000) and propose that inconsistent 

decisions, in combination with outcome favorability and identification with the victim, 

positively affect observers’ anger about the referee decision. Furthermore, we test whether 

emotions (anger) affect behavior. According to research on deontic justice (Folger, 2001) 

people observing unfairness are motivated to try to restore justice. One way of doing this is 

by punishing the perpetrator (Turillo et al., 2002). In our study, we measure punishment by 

counting the number of pins that participants use to ‘stab’ a referee doll in the Voodoo Doll 

Task (DeWall et al., 2013). Taken together, we propose that inconsistency, outcome 

favorability, and identification jointly affect anger and, through anger, aggressive behavior.

1.5.5 Chapter 6: Discussion

In Chapter 6, I summarize and integrate the findings from the previous chapters and 

discuss the theoretical and practical contributions of this dissertation. 
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The Dark Side of Variability:  

Developing a Measure of Leader Inconsistency1 

1 This chapter is under review as:
Van Gerven, E. J. G., De Hoogh, A. H. B., Den Hartog, D. N., & Belschak, F. D. The Dark Side of Variability: 
Developing a Measure of Leader Inconsistency. 

A previous version of this paper was presented at the Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Leadership 
Symposium (IPLS), May 2023.
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Abstract

While research has highlighted the benefits of variability in leader behavior to help deal with 

different demands, variability in behavior might also be problematic. Preliminary research 

suggests that when leader behavior seems to vary without an apparent reason, followers 

might perceive it as inconsistent, which may trigger negative reactions. The prevalence of 

such perceptions of leader inconsistency seems to be quite common. However, our current 

understanding of inconsistent leader behavior is limited by the lack of a comprehensive 

measurement framework. We define inconsistent leader behavior and develop a general scale 

(ILB-4) to measure this construct. Furthermore, we develop two additional scales that 

measure precise manifestations of inconsistency, focusing on inconsistency in initiating 

structure and in consideration. Across four studies (total N = 1.250), including multi-source 

(N = 631 leader-follower dyads) and time-separated data (N = 330 wave 1, N = 220 wave 2),

we establish the psychometric properties of these measures and test the nomological network 

of inconsistent leader behavior. Taken together, the results suggest that the ILB-4 is a

valuable measurement tool that can further our understanding of the antecedents and 

consequences of inconsistent leader behavior. While the specific measures are reliable and 

related to other constructs as expected, they do not explain additional variation in those 

constructs beyond the ILB-4. Thus, while measures of inconsistency in initiating structure 

and consideration can help explaining intricacies in inconsistent behavior, for practical 

purposes, it is sufficient to rely on the shorter and general ILB-4 scale.

Keywords: inconsistent leader behavior, behavioral variability, construct validation
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2.1 Introduction

Behavioral consistency is one of the most important ethical characteristics for a leader 

to display as perceptions of consistency enhance leader credibility and reduce follower 

uncertainty (e.g., Johnson et al., 2012). Inconsistency in behavior can be deemed unethical as 

it violates principles of transparency, fairness, trust, and can have negative consequences for 

individuals and the organization. Yet, from an ethical perspective, leaders need to consider

and safeguard the interests of all stakeholders, in particular those of followers for whom they 

are responsible (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Guest, 2017). The importance of leader 

behavioral consistency is illustrated by the finding that inconsistent, unpredictable abuse from 

leaders is experienced as worse by followers than consistent (and hence predictable) abuse 

(Matta et al., 2017). Also, followers evaluate leaders who are inconsistent in how they make 

decisions as unfair and they experience more feelings of uncertainty (De Cremer, 2003). 

However, to adapt to and deal with sometimes rapidly changing conditions leaders 

need to be able to display different behaviors. In fact, being able to display a range of often 

paradoxical and contradictory behaviors depending on the situation seems to be a must in 

order to be effective as a leader and crucial for sustained success (e.g., Smith et al., 2011; 

Yukl, 2008b; Zhang et al., 2015). When this variability in behavior matches the situation, 

followers are likely to perceive it as flexible and adaptive (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010), with 

positive consequences. However, such variability in behavior might also have a dark side

when followers perceive it as erratic, unpredictable, and inconsistent.

Leader behavior is a primary source of information for followers (Avolio et al., 2004),

and the reasons why leaders display varying behaviors may not always be easily understood. 

Leader behavior that varies without an apparent reason is likely to be perceived as 

inconsistent and may stir follower confusion. If followers feel unable to accurately 

understand and forecast their leader’s future behaviors, this creates ambiguity and is likely to 

have dysfunctional consequences. In line with this, research found that the simultaneous

expression of positive and negative leader behaviors resulted in follower ambivalence and 

stress and related negative outcomes (e.g., Herr et al., 2019; Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022; 

Vullinghs et al., 2020). We thus propose that problems arise when followers perceive their 

leader’s behavioral variability not as flexible and adaptive (i.e., changing for good and clear 

reasons), but rather as inconsistent and erratic (i.e., changing without an apparent reason). 
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To date, while the bright side of behavioral variability has received quite some 

research attention (e.g., Yukl, 2008b; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010), a systematic empirical 

investigation of inconsistent leader behavior (i.e., the dark side of variability) is missing (for 

exceptions see Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022, and Vullinghs et al., 2020, who investigated the 

effects of a specific leader inconsistency, the simultaneous expression of positive and 

negative leader behavior). While leadership contingency theories have investigated how 

leaders should adapt their behaviors flexibly to the situation (e.g., Fiedler, 1958), perceptions

of inconsistent leader behavior have only recently started to receive attention in leadership 

research. Scholars have started empirically exploring constructs related to inconsistent leader 

behavior (ILB), for example, behavioral integrity (i.e., word-deed alignment, Dineen et al., 

2006), paradoxical leader behavior (competing but interrelated behaviors, Zhang et al., 2015), 

or dynamic leader behavior (changes in behavior over time, McClean et al., 2019). The key 

difference between these constructs, which focus on behavioral variability from a within-

leader perspective, and ILB is that the former tend to emphasize leaders acting consistently or

adapting logically to the situation. In contrast, inconsistent leader behaviors do not logically 

relate to the situation and followers perceive them as unsystematic, seemingly random, and 

erratic. Therefore, ILB is not about objective variability, but about the subjective experience 

of inconsistency.

Recently, Schilling and colleagues (2022) advocated for the development of a

measure of that captures  the subjective nature of inconsistent leader behavior. They argue

that it is important not only to focus on behavioral variability per se, but also to consider 

whether followers engage in sensemaking around leader behavior (see also Suurd Ralph & 

Barling, 2022). However, being able to make sense of leader behavior and seeing a reason for 

why the behavior was shown is likely to mitigate the inconsistency experience. Thus, we aim 

to develop a measure of the subjective follower experience of leader inconsistency 

(unexplainable behavioral variability) that is grounded in an individual’s unique perception of 

that behavior. By focusing on the subjective character of ILB we adhere to the recent call by 

researchers to clearly differentiate behaviors from their evaluations and to develop 

unambiguously evaluative constructs and measures (Fischer et al., 2021).

Our goal is to specify and theoretically underpin inconsistent leader behavior and how 

it relates to both (perceptions of) leader and follower behavior and characteristics. We

conceptualize ILB as the dark side of leader behavioral variability, where leaders are 

perceived to change their behavior without an apparent reason. For example, a leader could 

sometimes offer praise for performance while other times ignoring or even criticizing similar 
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achievements. When followers believe this behavioral variation happens without a clear 

(contextual) reason, the behavior is perceived as unpredictable and inconsistent. Such 

inconsistency breaches ethical norms due to the adverse consequences it brings upon others.

Inconsistent leadership can be therefore considered as a form of unethical leadership as it 

ignores (or even accepts) its negative effects on employees and their well-being (e.g., Herr et 

al., 2019). As Guest (2017) has noted, safeguarding employee health and well-being is an 

important ethical concern for leaders. Here, in four studies, we develop and validate a general

scale for ILB and test the nomological network of this construct. Furthermore, we develop 

two additional measures that specifically target inconsistency in fundamental aspects of 

leadership behavior, namely, inconsistency in consideration and initiating structure. Initiating 

structure refers to leader behavior providing clear direction, establishing goals, and 

organizing tasks. Consideration, on the other hand, pertains to leader behavior showing

support, empathy, and concern for the well-being of followers (e.g., Fleishman, 1973). These

dimensions cover essential aspects of leadership behavior and when considered together

facilitate a comprehensive assessment of inconsistencies in a leader's actions.

We contribute to the ((un)ethical) leadership literature in several respects. First, we 

review and categorize the fragmented literature related to leader behavioral variability,

thereby differentiating between more objective leader behavior and subjective experiences of 

leader behavior. Furthermore, we add to the field by developing and validating an evaluative 

measure of ILB. Finally, we propose and test a nomological network of ILB in which we 

relate ILB to several ethical and unethical leader and follower behaviors (e.g., leader: ethical 

leadership, abusive supervision; followers: organizational citizenship behavior, 

counterproductive work behavior, stress). Establishing such a nomological network 

theoretically and empirically helps to demonstrate the relevance and utility of the construct

(and the new measure) of ILB and aids to further future research. Thus, we extend previous 

work (Fischer et al., 2021; Schilling et al., 2023) and shed light on the nomological network 

of ILB, both theoretically and empirically. In what follows, we broadly follow the 3-step

process (i.e., Define-Operationalize-Confirm) for construct development and validation by 

Lambert and Newman (2022). 

2.2 Definition of Inconsistent Leader Behavior

While a recent conceptual paper stressed the need for better understanding leader 

inconsistency (Schilling et al., 2023), further literature on leadership inconsistency is scarce 

and scattered, and a systematic development of ILB as a construct is missing. Among the first 
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to note the importance of leader inconsistency were Staw and Ross (1980, p. 251), who 

described inconsistent leaders as “administrators that are not consistent in their actions and 

are not fully committed and steadfast to a course of action”. Mullen et al. (2011, p. 42) 

described a specific type of inconsistent leader behavior in terms of a leader “showing

transformational and passive leadership styles at the same time” (see also Vullinghs et al.,

2020). These descriptions suggest that ILB can be viewed as inconsistency between different 

leadership styles and as a variation in the display of behaviors and emotions. The common 

denominator of these ILB conceptualizations is that followers need to perceive the leader’s 

behavior as inconsistent in the sense that they do not see any contextual cues that might 

explain the variation in leader behavior (Schilling et al., 2023). It is important to note here 

that these definitions talk about inconsistency as an objective construct (e.g., leaders showing 

both positive and negative leader behavior, Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022; Vullinghs et al., 

2020), whereas we propose that the term inconsistent is evaluative and therefore the construct 

inconsistent leader behavior is inherently subjective in nature. 

In line with this, we define inconsistent leader behavior (ILB) as ‘follower’s 

experience of erratic behavioral variability that, in their eyes, happens without an apparent 

reason’. As noted, inconsistent behavior is unpredictable for perceivers as it is unexpected 

and they cannot trace the variations in behavior back to a clear (contextual) reason. Similarly, 

Schilling and colleagues (2022, p. 11) argue that “ascriptions of inconsistent leadership arise 

when followers’ sensemaking strategies temporarily or permanently fail to resolve the 

behavior– expectation discrepancy”. To further establish clarity about the construct of ILB 

we highlight related constructs and discuss the commonalities and distinctions between these 

and ILB. A summary of these comparisons is provided in Table 1 below.

2.3 Related Constructs and Theories

Our review of related constructs focused on articles that discussed leader behavioral 

variability. In our discussion below, we have tried to categorize the theories and constructs 

that are related to leader inconsistency according to the extent to which they are (measured in 

an) objective/subjective (way), their valence, and their specificity. Table 1 summarizes our 

categorization efforts.
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2.3.1 Inconsistent leader behavior, contingency models, and situational theories

The scarce existing literature on inconsistent leadership has focused on clear 

contradictions in terms of leaders showing both positive and negative leader styles (e.g.,  

abusive and transformational leadership, Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022; ethical and passive

leadership, Vullinghs et al., 2020; petty tyranny and transformational leadership, Chenard-

Poirier et al., 2022). Yet, this stream of research has not included other combinations of 

leader behavior (e.g., changing between two positive leader behaviors or showing a positive 

behavior only sometimes but not at other times). Classical leader theories like contingency 

models have addressed this question though. The contingency model of leadership postulates 

that the effectiveness of a group or organization is a function of the interaction between the 

motivation system of the leader and the favorableness of the situation (Fiedler, 1964). Similar 

theorizing can be found in path-goal theory (House & Mitchell, 1975). These theories take 

situational demands into account and identify appropriate behaviors for leaders who are 

responsible for different types of tasks. In doing so, these classic approaches highlight the

importance of adapting leader behavior to the situation for increasing leader and group 

effectiveness.

More recent conceptualizations of situational leadership are flexible and adaptive 

leadership. These types of leadership involve “changing behavior in appropriate ways as the 

situation changes” (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010, p. 81). Leader flexibility is argued to be necessary 

to deal with all kinds of changes that characterize the modern day organization, such as the

increased use of virtual interaction, globalization, and technological change (e.g., Burke & 

Cooper, 2004). Overall, researchers suggest that flexible and adaptive leadership improves 

organizational performance (Yukl, 2008a). Similar to flexible and adaptive leadership, 

versatile leadership is characterized by a leader’s ability to adjust his/her behavior and 

thereby apply the right approach to the circumstances at hand (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003). 

The major similarity between these contextual approaches to leadership and ILB is 

that they describe a (subjective) evaluation of general leader behavioral variability. In 

contrast to these approaches that describe a positive evaluation, ILB is a negative evaluation 

of behavioral variability. Contingency theories suggest that leader behavior should vary 

across different situations, yet be consistent in similar situations. ILB refers to leader 

behavior that also varies across similar situations hence leading to attributions of leader 

“erraticness” and impulsivity and to related unpredictability and perceived loss of control for 

followers (Van Gerven et al., 2022). 
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2.3.2 Inconsistent leader behavior and behavioral integrity

Behavioral integrity (BI) is conceptualized as a pattern of word-deed alignment. It is, 

in Simons’ (2002) words, “the extent to which employees believe a manager ‘walks her talk’ 

and conversely, reflecting the extent to which they see her as ‘talking her walk’” (p. 19). BI is 

described as a pattern, based on observations over time, and may therefore be considered a 

“trait”. Leaders’ BI positively affects follower performance and organizational citizenship 

behavior (Way et al., 2018). The key resemblance with ILB is the hypothesized negative 

nature of leader inconsistency. However, leaders scoring high on BI do actually not vary in 

their behavior and as such one can only really infer predictions about consistency (integrity) 

when it comes to BI. As compared to ILB, the perceived alignment of words and deeds as 

measured with BI is less dependent on personal perception than judging behavior to be 

inconsistent. Finally, while BI is solely focused on the alignment of words and deeds, ILB is

broader and can involve a wider range of leader behaviors. 

2.3.3 Inconsistent leader behavior and paradoxical leader behavior

The construct of paradoxical leader behavior (PLB) describes leader behaviors that 

are “seemingly competing, yet interrelated, to meet competing workplace demands 

simultaneously and over time” (Zhang et al., 2015, p. 539). Paradoxical behaviors are 

suggested to make handling organizational paradoxes easier. Leaders that engage in holistic 

thinking and have integrative complexity tend to more easily display paradoxical behaviors 

which, in turn, are related to positive outcomes (Zhang et al., 2015). Both PLB and ILB are 

quite general and describe a wide range of behaviors. They are different however, in both 

valence (PLB is positive as compared to ILB) and degree of subjectivity regarding the 

measurement. The items measuring PLB provide a more objective description of behavior 

than ILB items do.

2.3.4 Inconsistent leader behavior and emotional inconsistency

Emotional inconsistency is described as “alternating between communicating 

different emotions over the course of a single exchange” and “oscillating or fluctuating 

between different psychological states over the course of a single encounter” (Sinaceur et al., 

2013, p. 499). So far, emotional inconsistency has mainly been studied in negotiation

contexts. It can convey an image of power as emotional inconsistency is argued to 

communicate an “aura of mystery” that leads perceivers to experience a lack of control and 

consequently make concessions in negotiations (Sinaceur et al., 2013). So far, research has 

manipulated emotional inconsistency rather than measuring it. As such, emotional 
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inconsistency is more objective than ILB. Furthermore, though both emotional inconsistency 

and ILB are negative evaluations of variability, ILB is broader than emotional inconsistency, 

focusing not only on emotions (and emotional behavior), but on a broader range of leader 

behaviors. 

In sum, ILB is related to other leadership constructs, but none of those fully overlap 

with ILB. Whereas almost all of them are subjective in character, most are described as 

positive and focus on explicit reasons for varying leader behavior as compared to the negative 

description of ILB that only ‘happens’ when there are no clear reasons. Those constructs that 

are described more negatively focus specifically on the strategic use of behavioral variability 

(i.e., a reason) and are specific rather than describing more general behavior. Table 1 

summarizes our review of the behavioral variability constructs. Below, we explore the 

nomological network of ILB.

2.4 Nomological Network of Inconsistent Leader Behavior

We assess the nomological validity of ILB based on the amount of systematic support 

for theoretically proposed connections between the construct, its antecedents, correlates, and 

outcomes. Figure 1 summarizes the nomological network of ILB, and below we describe the 

direction of the hypothesized relationships.

Figure 1. The nomological network of Inconsistent Leader Behavior
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2.4.1 ILB and leadership styles and characteristics

ILB is proposed to be a negative evaluation of behavioral variability, and we argue 

that ILB is negatively related to positive leader behavior and characteristics such as flexible 

leadership, paradoxical leader behavior, behavioral integrity, visionary leadership, and ethical 

leadership. Theory on flexible leadership and paradoxical leader behavior argue that effective 

conduct should be contextually appropriate and grounded in a clear rationale. Followers can 

thus understand and make sense of it (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010; Zhang et al., 2015). As such, 

flexible and paradoxical leader behavior are positive evaluations of leader behavioral 

variability as the varying behaviors are perceived to be in line with what is expected and 

therefore experienced more positively by followers. In contrast, for ILB such reasons are 

lacking. This unpredictability is taxing for followers, which likely invokes negative effects.

Therefore we expect a negative relationship between ILB and these positive evaluations of

varying leader behavior.

Behavioral integrity is about word-deed alignment, consistency between what one 

says and does (Dineen et al., 2006), which contrasts with ILB. Charismatic, transformational, 

visionary, and ethical leadership are concerned with inspiring (charismatic, transformational, 

visionary) and caring for (ethical, transformational) employees (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Den 

Hartog et al., 1995). Though we do not make any assumptions about the intentions behind 

ILB, we argue it is a negative evaluation of leader behavioral variability, whereas 

charismatic, visionary, and ethical leadership are perceived by followers as more positive 

forms of leadership. Also, these forms of influence depend on followers seeing consistency in 

the vision and/or ethical example. Ethical leadership further includes notions of meeting 

follower needs and fairness and transformational leaders demonstrate concern for their 

followers’ needs and feelings, which contrasts with the unpredictability inherent in ILB that

is likely experienced by followers as a lack of fairness and care.

Hypothesis 1. ILB is negatively related to flexible leadership (1a), 

paradoxical leader behavior (1b), behavioral integrity (1c), visionary 

leadership (1d), and ethical leadership (1e).

In contrast, ILB should be positively related to negative(ly evaluated) leader 

behaviors and characteristics such as abusive supervision, bottom-line mentality, and 

narcissism. Part of the definition of abusive supervision is the display of hostile behavior 

(Tepper, 2000). ILB describes the evaluation of behavioral variability as hostile and this 

evaluation involves acting impulsively, not taking other people’s feelings and interests into 

2

21

The Dark Side of Variability

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   21 07-03-2024   13:10



account, and not providing a reason for (variation in) behavior. As such, ILB should relate to 

abusive supervision. Bottom-line mentality is defined as “one-dimensional thinking that 

revolves around securing bottom-line outcomes to the neglect of competing priorities” 

(Greenbaum et al., 2012, p. 344). Leaders with a strong bottom-line mentality base their 

actions solely on the bottom-line and might thereby switch behaviors quickly and without 

consideration of others, causing their behavior to be perceived as inconsistent. ILB and 

bottom-line mentality are therefore likely to be positively related to each other. We also 

expect ILB to be positively related to narcissism. Characteristics of narcissism include 

impulsivity (Malesza & Ostaszewski, 2016; Vazire & Funder, 2006) and opportunism 

(Konrath et al., 2016) that share an element of irrationality and unpredictability with ILB, 

suggesting that narcissism is related to ILB (Van Gerven et al., 2022).

Hypothesis 2. ILB is positively related to abusive supervision (2a), bottom-

line mentality (2b), and leader narcissism (2c).

2.4.2 ILB and follower outcomes

We propose a negative relationship between ILB and follower job satisfaction, leader-

member exchange (LMX), organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), follower performance, 

and role clarity. First, leaders are an important part of the work context and followers feel 

more satisfied if they perceive their leaders as fair, considerate, and trustworthy (Dirks & 

Ferrin, 2002). Since ILB is unpredictable and often inappropriate to the situation, inconsistent 

leaders are likely perceived as unfair, inconsiderate, and untrustworthy; we therefore expect 

ILB to be negatively related to follower job satisfaction, and we also expect a lower-quality 

LMX relationship between followers and leaders who display ILB as they do not act fairly 

and consider their followers’ needs.

Next, we argue that ILB is negatively related to OCB and performance. According to 

the social exchange theory, followers in an exchange relationship with their leaders calculate 

what they give and what they receive and search for equity and fairness through reciprocity 

(e.g., Blau, 1964). When an imbalance is perceived, a process of negative reciprocity might 

be triggered, where followers are motivated to restore the balance by engaging in negative 

behavior (e.g., Gouldner, 1960). Followers might not feel supported and treated fairly by 

inconsistent leaders and reciprocate with showing less OCB and lower performance. 

Regarding role clarity, leaders play an important role in setting the expectations for 

follower behavior (e.g., Wimbush, 1999). Leaders displaying ILB communicate a more 
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negative behavioral style and might confuse followers as to what is expected from them, 

hence leading to reduced role clarity for followers (Kalshoven et al., 2011). In line with this, 

previous research found that leader inconsistency (operationalized as a leader displaying both 

positive and negative behavior) was negatively related to role clarity (Vullinghs et al., 2020)

and positively to subjective ambivalence (Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022).

Hypothesis 3. ILB is negatively related to job satisfaction (3a), LMX (3b), 

OCB (3c), follower performance (3d), and role clarity (3e)

We expect ILB to be positively related to follower counterproductive work behavior 

(CWB) (organizational deviance), uncertainty, stress, and emotional exhaustion. Using a 

similar argumentation as to why ILB is negatively related to OCB, we argue that ILB is

positively related to CWB. As followers likely perceive inconsistent leader behaviors as 

unfair (De Cremer, 2003), they might retaliate and restore equity by engaging in deviant or

counterproductive behavior. As such, follower deviance can be a response to unfair treatment 

in the workplace (Appelbaum et al., 2007). Also, followers look to their leaders as role 

models and often start to behave in a similar way (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). Perceptions of 

leader inconsistency and potentially harmful behavior might be perceived as 

counterproductive work behavior by followers and thereby invoke followers to do the same

and also show counterproductive work behavior.

Next, as followers do not know what to expect from their inconsistent leader we argue 

that ILB is positively related to uncertainty. Indeed, leader hypocrisy (leader word-deed 

misalignment) and inconsistency have been linked to feelings of uncertainty in followers (De 

Cremer, 2003; Greenbaum et al., 2012, Johnson et al., 2012). Finally, as ILB is by definition 

unpredictable, we expect it to lead to followers’ feelings of stress, which over time can lead 

to emotional exhaustion (Iacovides et al., 2003). 

Hypothesis 4. ILB is positively related to counterproductive work behavior 

(4a), uncertainty (4b), stress (4c), and emotional exhaustion (4d).

2.4.3 ILB and follower characteristics

Follower characteristics affect followers’ reactions to the behavior of their leader 

(Howell & Shamir, 2005). With respect to follower perceptions of ILB, we expect follower 

neuroticism and locus of control to be particularly relevant. People high on neuroticism are 

characterized by a higher sensitivity and more negative reactions to stress (e.g., Hankin et al., 

2005). Neurotic individuals are likely react negatively to the behavioral variability 
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characteristic of ILB, as behavioral variations trigger interpretations on why leaders change 

their behaviors, and neuroticism is associated with more negative appraisals (e.g., Schneider, 

2004). Relatedly, neurotic followers might be particularly sensitive to deviations from 

expected behaviors (Schilling et al., 2023). Indeed, studies have found neuroticism to be 

positively related to perceptions of unfairness and unpredictability (Gunthert et al., 1999; 

Tong et al., 2006). Since unpredictability is at the core of ILB, we expect followers high on 

neuroticism to be more likely to perceive ILB. 

We expect ILB to be negatively related to followers’ internal locus of control. Spector 

(1988) defined locus of control as ‘a generalized expectancy that rewards, reinforcements or 

outcomes in life are controlled either by one’s own actions (internality) or by other factors 

(externality)’ (p. 335). Followers with an external locus of control perceive their work 

environment negatively and focus on the aspects that cannot be changed, whereas internals 

feel more in control and perceive their work environment more positively (e.g., Wang et al., 

2010). When it comes to ILB, we expect that these differences make followers with an 

external locus of control more likely to perceive varying and unpredictable leader behavior as 

inconsistent as they generally lack feelings of control and look to the leader for guidance 

more. Those with an internal locus experience more control and are likely less focused on the 

leader’s cues, which makes inconsistency less salient to them. As such, we expect ILB to be 

negatively related to follower internal locus of control.

Hypothesis 5. ILB is positively related follower neuroticism (5a) and 

negatively related to follower internal locus of control (5b).

2.4.4 ILB and inconsistency on consideration and initiating structure

So far, we have discussed ILB on a general level. Gaining insight into more precise 

manifestations of inconsistent leader behavior can further enhance our understanding of the 

construct. The distinction between consideration and initiating structure represents a 

fundamental and significant differentiation in leader behaviors (Piccolo et al., 2012). Leaders 

who are considerate focus on establishing relationships with their followers based on trust. 

They put effort into followers feeling comfortable and confident. Leaders who score high on 

initiating structure focus on task and goal attainment and aim to establish clear standards for 

the manner in which the work needs to be done (e.g., Fleishman, 1973). Effective leaders 

strike a balance between these dimensions, recognizing the importance of both building 
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relationships with followers and providing structure and guidance to achieve organizational 

goals (Yukl, 2012). Indeed, extensive research have consistently linked these dimensions to 

significant leader outcomes (Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004). Measuring leader inconsistency 

in consideration and structure is crucial due to the fundamental behaviors that these 

dimensions represent.

While we expect our previously discussed hypotheses to also hold for these two 

specific forms of inconsistency, we also want to explore whether inconsistency on one of 

these dimensions might be more damaging than the other and how they relate to general ILB.

Hypothesis 6. Inconsistency in consideration and inconsistency in initiating 

structure are positively related to each other (6a) and to general ILB (6b).

Hypothesis 7. Inconsistency in consideration and inconsistency in initiating 

structure show a pattern of relationships to other constructs similar to the one 

of ILB.

2.5 Scale Development

Here, we aim to develop an evaluative measure of ILB that allows us to empirically 

test our hypotheses. In previous studies leader behavioral variability is measured in several

ways with different items, but none fully captures the concept of inconsistent leader behavior.

For instance, items designed to measure flexible/adaptive leadership focus on appropriate 

behavioral variability (rather than inappropriate, i.e., positive evaluation), such as “My 

supervisor has no trouble changing his/her behavior to suit different situations” (Jones et al., 

2006). To measure paradoxical leader behavior Zhang et al. (2015) use double-barreled items 

capturing two paradoxical behaviors such as “My supervisor manages subordinates 

uniformly, but considers their individualized needs”. Though displaying both behaviors at the 

same time might be negatively evaluated and perceived as inconsistent, the scale was not 

developed to measure inconsistency. Behavioral integrity is quite narrow though and focuses 

specifically on the perceived alignment between a leader’s words and deeds with items like “I 

wish my supervisor would practice what he or she preaches more often” (Dineen et al., 2006). 

See Table 1 for an overview. None of these approaches seems suitable to capture a more 

general view of negative or erratic leader behavior variability as proposed in ILB, as they 

either focus more on appropriate (and positive) variability (paradoxical, flexible leader 

behavior) or are too narrow in focus (behavioral integrity). 
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In developing our scale for inconsistent leader behavior we followed the steps 

recommended by Lambert and Newman (2022). We aimed to develop an instrument that 

would capture the breadth of the construct, while being applicable in a variety of situations. 

The scale provides a parsimonious representation of the construct, and it aligns with the 

number of items recommended for assessing most constructs (i.e., four to six items; Hinkin, 

1998). The items are simple to understand, consistent in terms of perspective, and not double-

barreled, as Hinkin (1998) recommended. We developed and tested the scale in 4 different 

studies using different samples to explore the nomological validity of ILB (Hypotheses 1 to 

5). We obtained ethical clearance for each study, and participation was always voluntary. In 

Studies 2 and 3, we also developed and validated two scales to measure more specific

manifestations of inconsistent leader behavior, specifically targeting inconsistency in 

initiating structure and in consideration. We compared these to our more general measure of

inconsistent leader behavior and tested whether these or the general measure relate more 

strongly to correlates and outcomes (Hypotheses 6 and 7). Table 2 provides an overview of 

the different studies and samples.

To generate the general ILB items, we used a deductive approach for scale 

development and created items that matched our conceptualization and definition of ILB as 

erratic, unpredictable behavior that seems to be displayed without a clear reason. We 

concentrated on generating items that assess the erratic nature of the behavior and the 

seeming randomness, taking into account part of the definition of inconsistent leadership of 

Schilling et al. (2022) (e.g., being influenced by a leader “in a way that followers cannot 

make sense of in light of prior behavior or traits of that leader”, p. 11). We created 10 items 

that matched our conceptualization. The items can be found in Table 3.

To develop two extra scales in which ILB is classified into inconsistency in behaviors 

concerning consideration (C-inc) and initiating structure (IS-inc), we used the Ohio State 

two-factor model (e.g., Fleishman, 1953; Korman, 1966) as a theoretical background. In 

Study 2 and 3 we compare these to the general scale. An example of inconsistency in 

consideration is providing recognition and praise for an achievement at one moment, while 

not providing any recognition for and/or even criticizing a similar achievement at another 

moment. Leaders can be inconsistent in initiating structure by sometimes providing clear 

goals and guidelines, while other times not providing goals and guidelines at all. Example 

items are “My supervisor sometimes clearly explains what results are expected from me for a 

task or assignment, while other times does not explain the expected results for a task or 

assignment at all” (initiating structure) and “My supervisor sometimes shows concern for my 
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needs and feelings, while other times does not show concern for my needs and feelings at all” 

(consideration). A detailed description of the item development and validation for the 

inconsistency scales related to consideration and initiating structure is provided in Appendix 

1.

Table 2. Summary of studies, their procedures, and data/sample characteristics

2.5.1 Study 1: Development and Validation of a Short Measure of General ILB

We administered the 10 general ILB items to a sample of 179 workers from an online 

panel. Participants were paid $1.50 for participation. All participants worked over 35 hours a 

week. In total, 88 (49.2%) participants were male. Mean age of the participants was 38.11 

Action + variables Dataset
Study
1

- Item reduction using EFA
- CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: behavioral variability, abusive 

supervision, behavioral integrity, visionary leadership, ethical 
leadership, paradoxical leader behavior, knowledge hiding, 
uncertainty, emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction

N = 179
Collected on MTurk
M age = 38.11
49.2% male
Different industries

Study
2

- CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: IS-inc, C-inc, abusive supervision, 

bottom-line mentality, flexible leadership, stress, emotional 
exhaustion, job satisfaction, LMX, OCB, role clarity 

- Incremental validity: ILB over IS-inc, C-inc

N = 110
Collected on Prolific
M age = 32.33
55.5% male
Different industries

Study
3

- Reliability
- CFA
- Nomological validity: 

Wave 1: IS-inc, C-inc, abusive supervision, bottom-line 
mentality, flexible leadership, emotional exhaustion, job 
satisfaction, LMX, OCB
Wave 2: emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, LMX, OCB, 
follower neuroticism, follower internal locus of control 

- Incremental validity: ILB over IS-inc, C-inc

N = 330 (W1) / 220 (W2)
Collected on Respondi
M age = 44.92 (W1), 
45.47 (W2)
47.3% male (W1), 46.8% 
male (W2)
Different industries

Study
4

- CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: leader narcissism, visionary leadership, 

LMX, follower performance

N = 631
Leader follower dyads 
collected by students of 
University of Amsterdam 
Business School
M age = 43.48
68.1% male (leaders)
46.3% male (followers)
Different industries
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years (SD = 10.15), and on average they had 17.35 years of working experience (SD = 10.19). 

Average tenure on the job was 7.07 years (SD = 5.75), and average tenure with the supervisor 

4.64 years (SD = 4.17). We asked participants to write a few sentences about their current 

leader at work, and then to answer our items with regard to this particular leader. Each item 

could be answered on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). 

We conducted an exploratory factor analysis (principal component analysis) with an 

oblique rotation (direct oblimin), allowing for correlations among factors. Two clear factors 

emerged (with an eigenvalue greater than 1). Regarding the face validity of the items and 

factors, six items appeared to assess a range of  neutral or positively-oriented behavioral 

variations, which we termed “neutral behavioral variability”. The other four items seemed to 

capture our conceptualization of inconsistent leader behavior. These items were coined the 

ILB-4 and reflect the respondent’s assessment of his/her supervisor’s overall behavioral 

inconsistency. Respondents indicated how strongly they agreed that their supervisor (a) “is 

hard to predict”, (b) “is inconsistent in his/her behavior”, (c) “behaves differently in 

comparable situations”, and (d) “behaves alternately”. Table 3 provides an overview of the

items and item loadings.

Next, we used exploratory factor analysis to examine the underlying structure of the 

four ILB items. One clear factor emerged that included all the items and explained 67.5% of 

the variance. A confirmatory factor analysis of the four items yielded a good fit for a one-

factor model, (2, N = 179) = 3.375, p = .185, CFI = .995, TLI = .985, RMSEA = .062, 

SRMR = .015. Factor loadings were .660, .682, .817 and .850. The scale showed good 

internal reliability ( = .84). The measure had a mean of 3.10 and a standard deviation of 1.35 

on a 7-point Likert scale.

Table 3. Factor loadings, EFA, oblique rotation (direct oblimin) (Study 1)

Behavioral Variability Inconsistency
Is inconsistent in his/her behavior. -.102 .799
Is hard to predict.
Behaves differently in comparable situations.
Behaves alternately

-.115
.113
.385

.885

.833

.669
Varies in his/her behavior.
Adjusts his/her behavior to the situation.
Adjusts his/her behavior to the person.

.686

.846

.849

.289
-.240
-.244

Behaves differently in different situations. .755 .170
Changes his/her behavior as the situation changes.
Varies his/her style from situation to situation.

.859

.856
.134
.056
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A key objective of this study was to show the distinctness of inconsistent leader 

behavior from other potentially related leadership constructs. To this end, we measured

abusive supervision (5 items, = .94) (Tepper, 2000) and behavioral integrity (4 items, =

.89) (Dineen et al., 2006). To examine the nomological validity of inconsistent leader 

behavior, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on a model containing the 

items for inconsistent leader behavior, abusive supervision, and behavioral integrity. The 

three-factor model met standard fit criteria: (62, N = 179) = 170.881, p < .01, CFI = .942, 

TLI = .927, RMSEA = .099, SRMR = .062 and had a significantly better fit than the two-

factor model with ILB and abusive supervision loading on the same factor ( (64, N = 179) = 

405.701, p = 234.820 df

= 2, p < .01), the two-factor model with ILB and behavioral integrity loading on one factor 

( (64, N = 179) = 356.467, p < .01, CFI = .843, TLI = .809, RMSEA = .160, SRMR = .099, 

df = 2, p < .01), and the one-factor model with all three constructs loading 

on one factor ( (65, N = 179) = 714.901, p < .01, CFI = .651, TLI = .582, RMSEA = .236, 

= 544.020 df = 3, p < .01).

Table 4 reports the means, standard deviations, correlations, and estimated reliabilities 

for ILB with neutral behavioral variability (i.e., the 6 original items that were not included in 

the final 4-item measure of ILB) and ILB with the other measures used in this study. Besides 

the measures mentioned above, the survey contained measures of emotional exhaustion (6

items, Maslach et al., 1986, = .97), uncertainty (4 items, Hochwarter et al., 2007, = .88),

job satisfaction (5 items, Judge et al., 1998, = .92), knowledge hiding (as an 

operationalization of CWB) (7 items, Connelly et al., 2012, = .90), visionary leadership (5

items, De Hoogh et al., 2004, = .93), ethical leadership (10 items, Brown et al., 2005, =

.96), and paradoxical leader behavior (22 items, Zhang et al., 2015, = .96).

Our hypotheses on the nomological validity of ILB were supported. Abusive 

supervision (r = .42), emotional exhaustion (r = .32), uncertainty (r = .40), and knowledge 

hiding (r = .23) were all positively related to ILB (Hypotheses 2a, 4a, 4b, and 4d).

Importantly, neutral behavioral variability was unrelated to both emotional exhaustion as well 

as uncertainty, indicating that this form of variable leader behavior is more descriptive and

does not capture the negativity that we argue ILB to entail due to its unpredictability. Finally, 

ILB was negatively related to visionary leadership (r = -.20), ethical leadership (r = -.37),

behavioral integrity (r = -.46), paradoxical leader behavior (r = -.31), and job satisfaction (r =

-.28), supporting Hypotheses 1b-e and 3a. All corresponding p-values were below .01.
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2.5.2 Study 2: Development and Validation of Facet-Specific Measures of ILB

In Study 1, we introduced and validated a general 4-item measure of ILB, the ILB-4.

In its short form, it provides a parsimonious representation of this construct. In addition, we 

developed two more specific measures on inconsistency in consideration and initiating 

structure. The items for these scales were based on subscales of Yukl’s Managerial Practices 

Scale (MPS, Yukl et al., 1990). We adapted the original items by adding a second contrasting 

part to each item in order to capture the inconsistency of the leader behavior. More 

specifically, we first mentioned the behavior from the items by Yukl, and after that added the 

opposite of this behavior/a lack of this behavior (e.g., “My supervisor sometimes praises me 

for effective performance, while other times ignores or even criticizes effective 

performance”). Both subscales consisted of 8 items. An overview of the items can be found 

in Table 5. A detailed description of the development and preliminary testing of these scales 

is provided in Appendix 1. While we expect our hypotheses to also hold for our two new 

developed leadership style-specific ILB measures (consideration-based inconsistency, C-inc,

and initiating structure-based inconsistency, IS-inc), we wanted to explore whether 

inconsistency on one of these styles might be more damaging than inconsistency on the other 

style, and whether style-specific inconsistency predicts additional variance over and above 

the general ILB-4.

In Study 2, we administered the ILB-4 and the more specific inconsistency scales to a 

sample of 110 participants from an online panel. Participants were paid $1.50 for 

participation. All participants worked full-time for a supervisor with whom they frequently 

interacted. Of these 110 participants, 61 were male (55.5%). Age ranged from 18 to 59 years 

(M = 32.33, SD = 9.82). Average job tenure was 3.97 years (SD = 4.32), and on average they 

had worked with their current supervisor for 2.34 years (SD = 2.98). In addition to the IS-inc

and C-inc items, we added the ILB-4 scale. Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert-

scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree).

First, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis to examine the structure of the ILB-

4 items, the IS-inc items, and the C-inc items. The three-factor model fitted the data well, 

(133, 110) = 213.310, p < .01, CFI = .914, TLI = .878, RMSEA = .074, SRMR = .050, and 

better than both the two-factor model in which the items of IS-inc and C-inc loaded on a 

single factor ( (151, 110) = 298.708, p < .01, CFI = .842, TLI = .802, RMSEA = .094, 

df = 18, p < .01), and the one-factor model in which all items 
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Table 5. Wording of the items of the subscales

My supervisor …
IS-
inc

Clarifying Sometimes clearly explains what results are expected from me for a task 
or assignment, while other times does not explain the expected results for 
a task or assignment at all.
Sometimes sets specific performance goals and deadlines for important 
aspects of my work, while other times does not set goals and deadlines at 
all.

Monitoring 
operations

Sometimes checks on the progress and quality of my work, while other 
times does not check my progress and the quality of my work.
Sometimes evaluates my job performance in a systematic way, while 
other times does this in a very disorganized way.

Planning 
activities

Sometimes plans and organizes unit activities to use people, equipment, 
and resources efficiently, while other times does not organize any 
activity leading to inefficient use of people, equipment, and resources.
Sometimes identifies the sequence and schedule of action steps I need to 
carry out a project, while other times does not identify a clear overview 
of this sequence and schedule of action steps.

Problem 
solving

Sometimes quickly determines the cause of a problem before taking 
corrective action, while other times takes corrective action without 
determining the cause of a problem first.
Sometimes handles work-related problems in a confident and decisive 
way, while other times handles them in an incapable and undecisive way.

C-
inc

Supporting Sometimes shows concern for my needs and feelings, while other times 
does not show concern for my needs and feelings at all.
Sometimes expresses confidence that I can perform a difficult task, while 
other times does not express confidence in my skills.

Recognizing Sometimes praises me for effective performance, while other times 
ignores or even criticizes effective performance. 
Sometimes provides recognition for good performance by me, while 
other times ignores this. 

Developing Sometimes provides helpful feedback and coaching to me when I need it, 
while other times does not provide feedback and coaching at all.
Sometimes makes assignments that allow me to develop more skills and 
confidence, while other times does not provide any opportunity for me to 
develop more skills and confidence. 

Empowering Sometimes encourages me to take responsibility for determining how to 
do my work, while other times discourages me to take responsibility for 
that.
Sometimes asks me for my ideas and suggestions when making 
important work decisions, while other times does not ask for any input 
for an important work decision.
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loaded on a single factor ( (170, 110) = 460.505, p < .01, CFI = .690, TLI = .654, RMSEA 
df = 47, p < .01).

Second, to establish the nomological validity of the ILB-4 and the new subscales, we 

compared the ILB-4 ( = .90) and the IS-inc ( = .81) and C-inc ( = .86) to other variables 

of the nomological network, that is, to OCB (13 items, based on Van Dyne & Le Pine, 1998,

= .86), job satisfaction (1 item, Trevor, 2001), role clarity (3 items, Jokisaari & Nurmi, 

2009, = .80), emotional exhaustion (6 items, Maslach et al., 1986, = .90), stress (4 items, 

Keller, 1984, = .71), LMX (8 items, Liden et al., 1993, = .95), bottom-line mentality (4 

items, Greenbaum et al., 2012, = .87), abusive supervision (5 items, Tepper, 2000, = .91), 

and flexible leadership (5 items, Jones et al., 2006, = .84). 

Table 6 reports the means, standard deviations, correlations, and estimated reliabilities 

of the three leader inconsistency scales and the other constructs that were measured. The 

correlations between IS-inc and C-inc (r = .60, p < .01), IS-inc and ILB-4 (r = .52, p < .01), 

and C-inc and ILB-4 (r = .50, p < .01), were moderate, suggesting that the three scales share 

some overlap, but measure distinct constructs (Hypothesis 6a and b). The ILB-4 was

positively related to emotional exhaustion (r = .38, p < .01), stress (r = .36, p < .01), bottom-

line mentality (r = .65, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = .62, p < .01) (Hypotheses 2a,

2b, 4c, and 4d), and negatively correlated with OCB (r = -.26, p < .01), job satisfaction (r = -

.33, p < .01), role clarity (r = -.36, p < .01), LMX (r = -.57, p < .01), and flexible leadership (r

= -.48, p < .01) (Hypotheses 1a, 3a-c, and 3e). As for IS-inc and C-inc, we generally found 

slightly stronger correlations of our variables of interest with IS-inc as compared to C-inc. IS-

inc was positively related to emotional exhaustion (r = .30, p < .01), bottom-line mentality (r

= .50, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = .29, p < .01). IS-inc was negatively related to 

OCB (r = -.23, p < .05), job satisfaction (r = -.23, p < .05), role clarity (r = -.19, p < .05), 

LMX (r = -.34, p < .01), and flexible leadership (r = -.27, p < .01). C-inc was positively 

related to stress (r = .23, p < .05), emotional exhaustion (r = .23, p < .05), bottom-line 

mentality (r = .43, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = .28, p < .01). C-inc was negatively 

correlated with role clarity (r = -.24, p < .05) and LMX (r = -.25, p < .01). Even though 

varying in size, the general direction and pattern of relationships between our variables of 

interest and both C-inc and IS-inc was mostly similar to the pattern of the IBL-4, be it less 

strong (Hypothesis 7). The most notable differences between IS-inc and C-inc are the 

stronger relationships between IS-inc and both job satisfaction and OCB compared to the 

relationships between C-inc and these constructs.

2

33

The Dark Side of Variability

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   33 07-03-2024   13:11



T
ab

le
 6

.S
tu

dy
 2

: M
ea

ns
, s

ta
nd

ar
d 

de
vi

at
io

ns
, a

nd
 c

or
re

la
tio

ns
 fo

r d
is

cr
im

in
an

t a
nd

 n
om

ol
og

ic
al

 v
al

id
ity

M
SD

1.
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

9.
10

.
11

.
12

.
13

.
14

.
15

.
16

.
17

.
1.

 IL
B

-4
2.

70
1.

11
(.9

0)
2.

IS
-in

c
3.

01
.8

2
.5

2*
*

(.8
1)

3.
 C

-in
c

2.
97

.9
0

.5
0*

*
.6

0*
*

(.8
6)

4.
 F

ol
lo

w
er

 a
ge

32
.3

3
9.

82
.0

4
.0

8
-.0

3
5.

 F
ol

lo
w

er
 g

en
de

r
1.

45
.5

0
.1

5
.0

8
-.0

7
.0

8
6.

 F
ol

lo
w

er
 w

or
k-

ex
pe

rie
nc

e
11

.1
2

9.
71

.0
5

.0
5

.0
0

.9
2*

*
.0

9

7.
 T

en
ur

e 
w

ith
su

pe
rv

is
or

2.
34

2.
98

-.0
4

.1
2

.0
8

.4
4*

*
-.0

3
.4

5*
*

8.
 T

en
ur

e 
w

ith
 

or
ga

ni
za

tio
n

3.
97

4.
32

-.0
2

.0
3

.0
3

.6
7*

*
-.0

3
.6

6*
*

.6
3*

*

9.
 A

bu
si

ve
 

su
pe

rv
is

io
n

1.
39

.7
2

.6
2*

*
.2

9*
*

.2
8*

*
.0

4
.0

2
.0

2
-.0

1
-.0

2
(.9

1)

10
. B

ot
to

m
-li

ne
 

m
en

ta
lit

y
2.

43
.9

7
.6

5*
*

.5
0*

*
.4

3*
*

.0
5

.2
1*

.0
7

-.0
1

.0
3

.4
1*

*
(.8

7)

11
. F

le
xi

bl
e 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
3.

54
.8

2
-.4

8*
*

-.2
7*

*
-.1

7
.0

7
-.0

7
.0

4
.1

2
-.0

0
-.4

3*
*

-.3
9*

*
(.8

4)

12
. S

tre
ss

3.
50

.8
4

.3
6*

*
.1

7
.2

3*
-.0

5
.2

1*
-.0

2
-.2

0*
-.1

2
.2

2*
.2

9*
*

-.3
3*

*
(.7

1)
13

.E
m

ot
io

na
l 

ex
ha

us
tio

n
2.

83
1.

07
.3

8*
*

.3
0*

*
.2

3*
.0

0
.2

1*
-.0

2
-.0

5
.0

2
.3

0*
*

.3
7*

*
-.3

1*
*

.6
5*

*
(.9

0)

14
. J

ob
 sa

tis
fa

ct
io

n
3.

79
1.

16
-.3

3*
*

-.2
3*

-.1
4

-.0
1

-.0
8

-.0
3

-.0
2

-.0
3

-.2
4*

-.3
0*

*
.4

3*
*

-.4
0*

*
-.5

1*
*

15
. L

M
X

3.
64

.9
9

-.5
7*

*
-.3

4*
*

-.2
5*

*
.1

0
-.1

5
.0

7
.2

1*
.0

6
-.5

7*
*

-.5
4*

*
.6

5*
*

-.3
5*

*
-.3

7*
*

.4
2*

*
(.9

5)
16

. O
C

B
3.

91
.5

9
-.2

6*
*

-.2
3*

-.0
7

.0
9

.0
4

.1
3

.1
2

.0
2

-.1
3

-.0
8

.2
4*

-.0
4

-.2
0*

.3
8*

*
.3

0*
*

(.8
6)

17
. R

ol
e 

cl
ar

ity
3.

99
.8

4
-.3

6*
*

-.1
9*

-.2
4*

-.0
2

-.0
5

-.0
7

.1
3

-.0
2

-.3
8*

*
-.2

1*
.5

1*
*

-.3
2*

*
-.3

0*
*

.4
5*

*
.5

4*
*

.2
0*

(.8
0)

N
ot

e.
 N

= 
11

0.
 R

el
ia

bi
lit

ie
s i

n 
pa

re
nt

he
se

s. 
G

en
de

r c
od

ed
  1

 =
 m

al
e,

 2
 =

 fe
m

al
e.

 
* 

p 
<

 .0
5,

 *
* 

p 
<

 .0
1

34

Chapter 2

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   34 07-03-2024   13:11



2.5.2.1 Incremental prediction.

We regressed different consequences of leader inconsistency on both the ILB-4 and 

C-inc and IS-inc to test whether the two more specific facet scales had incremental predictive 

power over and above the ILB-4. The standardized parameter estimates for the relationships 

between the ILB-4 and the outcomes were significant, while the relationships between both 

IS-inc and C-inc and the outcomes were not. This implies that the ILB-4 predicted unique 

variance in outcomes, while the more specific measures did not predict unique variance over 

and above the ILB-4. For an overview, see Table 7.

2.5.3 Study 3: Replication of Study 2 in a Time-Lagged Design

Study 2 suggests that the general ILB-4 measure captures more unique variance in 

outcomes than the more specific inconsistency scales. To increase confidence in the stability 

of our findings, we aimed to replicate the findings from Study 2 in Study 3. This study 

consisted of two separate time waves, allowing us to test the relationships of ILB with 

different outcomes in a time-separated design. In wave 1, we measured the ILB-4, IS-inc, C-

inc, and related leadership styles and outcomes. In wave 2 we again measured the outcomes. 

The period between the two waves was four weeks. The sample for wave 1 consisted of 330 

employees from an online panel. Participants were paid $0.75 for participation. All 

participants worked full-time for a supervisor with whom they frequently interacted. The 

majority of the sample was female (52.7%), age ranged from 25 to 69 years (M = 44.92, SD =

10.79). In wave 2, 220 (66.7%) of the employees from wave 1 participated. The majority of 

the sample was female (53.2%), age ranged from 25 to 69 years (M = 45.47, SD = 10.67).

Again, participants were paid $0.75. 

In the first wave of this study, we administered our ILB-4 ( = .87), along with the IS-

inc and C-inc items (8 items each, = .89 for IS-inc and = .91 for C-inc), variables to 

establish discriminant validity (follower gender, follower age, follower tenure with the 

organization, and tenure with their leader), and variables to establish nomological validity 

(bottom-line mentality, 4 items, Greenbaum et al., 2012, = .91; abusive supervision, 5

items, Tepper, 2000, = .94; and flexible leadership, 5 items, Jones et al., 2006, = .89).

Some variables to establish nomological validity were included in both wave 1 and 2, OCB 

(13 items, based on Van Dyne & Le Pine, 1998, = .93 and . 95 for wave 1 and 2 

respectively), job satisfaction (1 item, Trevor, 2001), emotional exhaustion (6 items, Maslach 

et al., 1986, = .92 and .95 for wave 1 and 2 respectively), and LMX (8 items, Liden et al., 

1993, = .96 and .96 for wave 1 and 2 respectively). Like in Study 2, questions were 
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answered on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).

Again, we first conducted a CFA to examine the structure of the ILB-4 items, the 

initiating structure inconsistency items, and the consideration inconsistency items. As in 

Study 2, the three-factor model met standard fit criteria, (133, N = 330) = 370.147, p < .01, 

CFI = .937, TLI = .911, RMSEA = .074, SRMR = .030, and the fit was significantly better 

than the fit of both the two-factor model with IS-inc and C-inc loading on the same factor (

(151, N = 330) = 623.342, p < .01, CFI = .875, TLI = .843, RMSEA = .097, SRMR = .05. 

= 253.195, df = 18, p < .01) and the one-factor model, ( (170, N = 330) = 1171.168, p <

.01, CFI = .736, TLI = .705, RMSEA = .134, SRMR = .091, = 801.021, df = 47, p <

.01). The correlations between IS-inc and C-inc (r = .74, p < .01), IS-inc and ILB-4 (r = .43, 

< .01), and C-inc and ILB-4 (r = .43, p < .01), were substantial and indicate that the 

constructs share some overlap but are also distinct (Hypotheses 6a and b).

2.5.3.1 Wave 1

In wave 1, consistent with our predictions, ILB-4 was positively related to emotional 

exhaustion (r = .33, p < .01), bottom-line mentality (r = .66, p < .01), and abusive supervision 

(r = .53, p < .01) (Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 4d). ILB-4 correlated negatively with job 

satisfaction (r = -.26, p < .01), OCB (r = -.21, p < .01), LMX (r = -.65, p < .01) and flexible 

leadership (r = -.58, p < .01) (Hypotheses 1a and 3a-c). 

IS-inc was positively related to emotional exhaustion (r = .27, p < .01), bottom-line 

mentality (r = .35, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = .26, p < .01). Further, IS-inc

correlated negatively with job satisfaction (r = -.13, p < .05), LMX (r = -.24, p < .01), and 

flexible leadership (r = -.23, p < .01). IS-inc was also positively related to follower 

neuroticism (r = .14, p < .05). C-inc was positively related to emotional exhaustion (r = .22, p

< .01), bottom-line mentality (r = .43, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = .28, p < .01). C-

inc correlated negatively with LMX (r = -.25, p < .01) and flexible leadership (r = -.23, p <

.01). Like the results in Study 2, the relationships between ILB-4 and other variables was 

generally stronger than the relationships between both IS-inc and C-inc with these variables, 

but they showed largely a similar pattern (Hypothesis 7). Exception is the relationship 

between C-inc and job satisfaction, that is not significant (whereas the relationships with both 

the ILB-4 and IS-inc are). Furthermore, only the ILB-4 correlates significantly with OCB in 

wave 1, not IS-inc and C-inc.
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2.5.3.2 Wave 2

In wave 2 of this study we again measured OCB, job satisfaction, emotional 

exhaustion, and LMX, and included measures of follower neuroticism and follower internal 

locus of control. Consistent with our predictions, ILB-4 was positively related to emotional 

exhaustion (r = .34, p < .01) (Hypothesis 4d) and correlated negatively with job satisfaction (r

= -.32, p < .01), LMX (r = -.58, p < .01), and OCB (r = -.23, p < .01) (Hypotheses 3a-c). ILB-

4 correlated positively with follower neuroticism (r = .21, p < .01) and negatively with 

follower internal locus of control (r = -.25, p < .01) (Hypotheses 5a and 5b). 

Both IS-inc and C-inc were positively related to emotional exhaustion (r = .27 and .25 

respectively, p < .01). Both were negatively related to job satisfaction (r = -.25 and -.21 for 

IS-inc and C-inc respectively, p < .01), LMX (r -.26 and -.30, p < .01), and OCB (r -.19, p <

.01, r -.17, p < .05). The latter finding is noteworthy, as both specific scales did not 

significantly correlate with OCB in wave 1. Interestingly, IS-inc was positively associated 

with follower neuroticism (r = .21, p < .01), whereas C-inc and follower neuroticism were not 

significantly related. C-inc was negatively related to follower internal locus of control (r = -

.13, p < .05). Again, the relationships between the ILB-4 and relevant outcomes were 

stronger than those with IS-inc and C-inc, but the pattern was similar (Hypothesis 7). Table 8

shows the means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities of all variables in Study 

3.

2.5.3.3 Incremental prediction

We used a structural equation model in M-plus to test whether the new subscales had 

incremental predictive power relative to the ILB-4. The standardized parameter estimates for 

the relationships between the ILB-4 and the outcomes were significant both for wave 1 and 

wave 2, while the relationships between both IS-inc and C-inc and outcomes were not (with 

the only exception being IS-inc and emotional exhaustion in wave 1). This means that the

ILB-4 explained unique variance in outcomes, while the more specific measures did not 

explain additional variance over and above the ILB-4 on the nomological network variables. 

This finding is in line with Study 2. For an overview, see Figure 2.
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2.5.4 Study 4: Psychometric Properties and Nomological Network of the ILB-4

In the final study, we focused on the psychometric properties and nomological 

network of the ILB-4, as the more specific measures failed to account for additional variance.

We conducted this study with 631 leader-follower dyads (total N = 1262 individuals) in order 

to replicate the factor structure of the measure and to further establish the nomological 

validity of the ILB-4 with multi-source data. Participants were contacts of the Amsterdam 

Business School. Of the leaders, 430 (68.1%) were male and 196 (31.1%) were female (5 

missing values). Mean age was 43.48 years (SD = 13.16). Average organizational tenure was 

10.12 years (SD = 9.49), job tenure 6.59 years (SD = 7.84), and average tenure with their 

followers was 3.69 years (SD = 5.32). Of the followers, 292 (46.3%) were male, 333 (52.8%) 

were female (6 missing values). Mean follower age was 33.44 (SD = 12.75).

Leaders rated their own narcissism (NPI-

.89). Followers rated leader inconsistency on the ILB-4 items on a scale from 1 (Strongly 

Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). We performed a confirmatory factor analysis on the four 

ILB items. Results one again show that the one-factor model fitted the data well, (2, N =

631) = 18.850, p < .01, CFI = .981, TLI = .944, RMSEA = .116, SRMR = .02. While the 

RMSEA fit statistic was higher than desirable, this does not have to be problematic because 

RMSEA fit statistics have a tendency to penalize models with a relatively small number of 

items (4 items) leading to small degrees of freedom (Kenny et al., 2015; Shi et al., 2020). 

Also, the SRMR and all fit indices were satisfactory. The ILB-4 again showed high internal 

consistency ( = .82), supporting the viability of the construct. The measure had a mean of 

3.25 and a standard deviation of 1.21. The survey also contained follower-rated measures of 

LMX (based on LMX-7, Liden & Graen, 1980, = .90), and visionary leadership (5 items, 

De Hoogh et al., 2004, = .86). 

Table 9 reports the means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities. As 

predicted, ILB was positively related to leader narcissism (r = .12, p < .01) (Hypothesis 2c), 

and negatively correlated with visionary leadership (r = -.30, p < .01), LMX (r = -.41, p <

.01), and follower performance (r = -.25, p < .01) (Hypotheses 1d, 3b, and 3d), providing 

support for nomological validity in a multi-source sample.
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2.6 Discussion

The increased pace of change affecting organizations led to a surge of research 

interest in flexible and adaptive leadership (Burke & Cooper, 2004; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). 

Despite this interest, the dark and unethical side of behavioral variability, that is 

inconsistency, has received little systematic research attention to date (see Schilling et al., 

2023). Here, we addressed this issue by providing a review of the fragmented literature 

related to leader unpredictability and inconsistency and by offering a formal definition of the 

construct of inconsistent leader behavior, paving the way for further research on this topic.

We also developed a general, evaluative measure of inconsistent leader behavior, the ILB-4.

This instrument answers the call for a more general and overarching way to measure ILB 

(Schilling et al., 2023), as compared to the more specific measures of behavioral variability

used earlier (e.g., behavioral integrity, Dineen et al., 2006). It captures the breadth of the 

construct in four items, making this short measure easy to use in survey research. In order to 

establish its validity, we followed the procedures outlined by Lambert and Newman (2022)

for developing and validating constructs and measures. The ILB-4 proved to be reliable and 

unidimensional and related to several constructs in the ethics (e.g., ethical leadership, abusive 

supervision, bottom-line-mentality) and well-being area (e.g., emotional exhaustion, stress) in

predicted ways. Table 10 summarizes our predictions and findings regarding the nomological 

network of ILB. 

As expected, ILB is positively related to abusive supervision, bottom-line mentality, 

narcissism, and the more specific inconsistency scales we developed (inconsistency in

initiating structure, IS-inc, and inconsistency in consideration, C-inc). Also, ILB correlated 

positively with counterproductive work behavior, uncertainty, emotional exhaustion, stress, 

and follower neuroticism. Finally, it related negatively to behavioral integrity, visionary, 

ethical and flexible leadership, and paradoxical leader behavior on the leader side and to job 

satisfaction, LMX, OCB, performance, role clarity, and internal locus of control on the 

follower side. The consistency of the patterns found in our different samples from two 

countries supports the viability of ILB. In our four studies we were able to start establishing 

the nomological network of ILB as it related in expected ways to different follower attitudes 

and behaviors. 
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Table 10. Predictions and findings regarding relationships between ILB and important 
correlates 

Construct Predictions Findings

Nomological validity: leadership styles and characteristics

Flexible leadership (H1a)

Paradoxical leader behavior (H1b)

Behavioral integrity (H1c)

Visionary leadership (H1d)

Ethical leadership (H1e)

Abusive supervision (H2a)

Bottom-line mentality (H2b)

Leader narcissism (H2c)

-

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

-

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

Nomological validity: follower attitudes and outcomes

Job satisfaction (H3a)

LMX (H3b)

OCB (H3c)

Follower performance (H3d)

Role clarity (H3e)

Counterproductive work behavior (H4a)

Uncertainty (H4b)

Stress (H4c)

Emotional exhaustion (H4d)

Nomological validity: follower characteristics

Follower neuroticism (H5a)

Follower internal locus of control (H5b)

-

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

+

+

-

-

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

+

+

-
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Of particular interest is the finding that inconsistent behavior is experienced 

exclusively in a negative way, and that followers differentiate between inconsistent and more 

neutral positively oriented behavioral variations. We showed that behavioral variability per se 

is not perceived as negative and is not related to uncertainty and emotional exhaustion (Study 

1). Additionally, we developed more specific scales measuring two facets of leader 

inconsistency. Though the more specific measures were reliable and also related to other 

constructs in predicted ways, they do not explain additional variation in the related constructs 

over and above the ILB-4, whereas vice versa the general measure of inconsistency, the 

ILB4, did explain additional variance. Therefore, we recommend using the facet-specific 

scales primarily in future research that is specifically focused on (one of) the facets. They

could be used in research delving into more specific potential differential effects. Our results 

suggest that inconsistency in initiating structure is more strongly associated with job 

satisfaction and OCB, while inconsistency in consideration was found to be more strongly 

related to stress in Study 2. Leaders' inconsistency in behavior related to job tasks and goals 

may have a greater impact on outcomes directly tied to the job, whereas inconsistency in how 

followers are treated with respect and kindness may exhibit stronger associations with long-

term emotional outcomes. However, for most research purposes the general ILB-4 seems 

most relevant.

Our research builds on and further extends the scarce and fragmented research on 

leader inconsistency (e.g., Simons, 2002; Zhang et al., 2015). To our knowledge, it is the first 

empirical study to broadly investigate ILB in general terms rather than focusing only on a 

specific type of inconsistency (e.g., word-deed inconsistency), answering a call for research 

in this area by Schilling et al. (2022). Our findings provide evidence for the importance and 

relevance of this new construct and suggest that the list of destructive and unethical 

leadership styles (e.g., Schyns & Schilling, 2013) should be extended with leader 

inconsistency. Inconsistency may form a particularly relevant negative form of leader 

behavior as its mean scores in all our studies was higher than that of most destructive leader 

behaviors (for example abusive supervision), suggesting that inconsistency is likely perceived 

to occur more often than such behaviors.

2.6.1 Practical implications, strengths, and limitations 

Changing leader behavior as a reaction to and in an attempt to deal with a changing 

situation is functional. However, leaders can be perceived as displaying ILB when their 

behavior varies in an unpredictable way. The behavior in that case does not seem to be 
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connected to the situation and our research suggests this can distract followers, lead to 

uncertainty, cause stress, and eventually even burnout. As such, it is important that 

organizations realize that variability in leader behaviors can be problematic. Our measure of 

ILB allows organizations to test the perceptions of their employees (followers) regarding 

whether their leader’s behavioral variability is understandable and matches the situation or 

not. Leader training might help leaders realize that they must avoid seeming erratic and 

unpredictable, and that they should explain to followers why they change their behavior to 

signal that their varying behavior is adaptive and not inconsistent. Creating a place in which 

followers feel sufficiently psychologically safe to voice concerns to their leaders when it 

comes to their behavioral variability may also help here. In such a situation followers will 

likely dare to speak up and make their leaders aware that their behavior seems inconsistent to 

them offering leaders an opportunity to explain and reduce perceived unpredictability and 

related other negative follower reactions.

Taken together, the studies presented here have several strengths. Our samples 

represent a mix of industries, and we offer consistent empirical evidence from in total four

studies, including multi-source and time-lagged data. Another strength of our research is the 

extensive investigation of nomological validity. Despite these strengths, we also acknowledge 

some limitations. Some of the reported relationships may have been affected by common 

source bias. In order to minimize the chances of bias, anonymity of the answers was always 

emphasized to participants. Also, we included a study using data collected at two different 

timepoints (and find similar relationships for both timepoints) and a multi-source study. 

Results from our studies indicate that the structure of our measure is stable across different 

samples and is related to but distinct from related constructs. Future research could collect 

more data from different sources or use objectively recorded data to further establish ILB’s 

nomological network. 

Second, our analyses are performed using samples from Western countries, and the

outcomes might thus be affected by the cultural context (e.g., the Netherlands and the UK 

have highly individualistic cultures). While our samples varied in work experience (jobs and 

industries) and demographic characteristics (such as age and gender), future research could 

examine the ILB-4 in a wider variety of samples, including samples from other cultural 

contexts. Furthermore, while we only tested the ILB-4 in organizational settings, it might also

be relevant in other contexts such as sports, education, and health care, and future research 

using the ILB-4 in these settings would be of interest. Third, our measure of inconsistency is
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an unambiguously evaluative measure and identifies followers’ perception of their leader’s 

behavior. Our Study 3 shows that perceptions of ILB at one point also relate to outcomes 

measured four weeks later. For future research, it would be interesting to study ILB using a 

longitudinal design. This design can also allow for a more objective measurement of 

inconsistency, by providing a separation of actual variation in behavior and factors (e.g., 

personality, mood) that may influence perceptions of ILB.

Finally, an interesting avenue for future research would be to study the effect of how 

well the leader and the follower know each other. One might argue that to followers who 

know their leader well, ILB may be behavior that is not in line with how the leader typically 

behaves. If followers do not know their leader well, ILB may be behavior that is not in line 

with the norms of appropriate behavior for the situation. Similarly liking may play a role, 

with followers being more tolerant of leader unpredictability, if they trust their leader’s 

intentions.

2.7 Conclusion

Despite several leadership theories emphasizing the effectiveness of adaptive leader 

behavior, varying one’s approach might have adverse consequences when such behavior is 

perceived as inconsistent. We show that varying behavior in ways that do not match the 

situation is perceived as inconsistent and unpredictable and comes with negative follower 

reactions. We contribute to the literature by further developing the notion of inconsistent 

leader behavior and developing the ILB-4 as a parsimonious scale to measure it. We provide 

additional insights by comparing the general scale with more specific scales to measure 

inconsistency in initiating structure and consideration. We hope our research contributes to 

further the understanding of this construct, its antecedents, and its consequences.
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2.8 Appendix 1

2.8.1 Description of development and testing of the new measures

We based the items of the more specific scales (IS-inc and C-inc) on subscales of 

Yukl’s Managerial Practices Scale (MPS, 1990). The items were designed to tap inconsistent 

leader behaviors with subdimensions of behaviors concerning initiating structure (task-

oriented behavior) and consideration (relations-oriented behavior). In order to find out which 

is the best way to measure this domain-specific inconsistency, we tested three variants of 

inconsistency items among 325 panel members we reached through an online panel. Most 

participants were male (58.8%) and the average age was 32.62 (SD = 9.64). Of the 325 

participants, 113 participants filled out the items for Variant 1 (66.4% male, Mage 32.20 (SD 

= 9.51)), 102 for Variant 2 (53.9% male, Mage 33.38 (SD = 9.64)), and 110 for Variant 3

(55.5% male, Mage 32.33 (SD = 9.82)). The last subsample (N = 110) is the same as the 

sample that was used in Study 2.

All variants contained 16 items to measure initiating structure inconsistency and 16 

items to measure consideration inconsistency. For both Variant 1 and 2 we used the exact 

items as used in the MPS. For Variant 1 we used an extra question for every item in order to 

measure inconsistency. For example, participants first indicated the extent to which they 

agreed with a statement (e.g., “My supervisor praises me for effective performance”) on a 

scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Right next to the first Likert-scale was 

a second one ranging from 1 (very inconsistently) to 5 (very consistently) which participants 

used to answer the question as to how consistently their supervisor displayed the behavior 

described in the statement. For Variant 2 we used the following line to introduce the items 

‘How consistent is your supervisor concerning the display of the described behaviors?’ which 

could then be answered on a scale from 1 (very inconsistent) to 5 (very consistent). For 

Variant 3 we changed the items and added a second part where, on the one side, we 

mentioned the behavior from the items of Yukl, and on the other side we put the opposite of 

this behavior/a lack of this behavior (e.g., “My supervisor sometimes praises me for effective 

performance, while other times ignores or even criticizes effective performance”). 

Since the new scales are entirely based on theory and existing scales, we conducted 

confirmatory factor analyses to test the fit of the proposed models with the items from all 

three variants. To increase the fit of and ensure an economical measure, we used the 

modification indices in Mplus to go from 16 items to 8 items per subscale. Find the results of 

the CFAs on all variants with 8 items per subscale in Table 11. Based on these results, we 
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concluded that the double-barreled items (Variant 3) worked best in capturing what we aimed 

to measure and ran tests to establish the fit of the different models.

After testing the two separate one-factor models (e.g., IS-inc and C-inc), we checked 

a second order model where the items load on subdimensions and the subdimensions load on 

the main dimension. For initiating structure these subdimensions are clarifying, monitoring, 

planning, and problem solving which consisted each of two items. The model fit the data 

well, (16, N = 110) = 16.025, p = .45, CFI = 1.00. TLI = 1.00. RMSEA = .004, SRMR = 

.037. For consideration the dimensions are supporting, recognizing, developing, and 

empowering, each measured by two items. The model fit the data well, (16, N = 110) = 

17.523, p = .35, CFI = .994, TLI = .990. RMSEA = .029, SRMR = .034. 

Finally, we conducted a CFA on the initiating structure and consideration items 

together, with each item only allowed to load on its appropriate factor. The two-factor model 

fit the data well, (103, N = 110) = 136.502, p = .015, CFI = .935, TLI = .924, RMSEA = 

.054, SRMR = .059. The factor correlation between initiating structure and consideration 

items was .69. We also tested a model with both initiating structure and consideration items 

loading together on one factor, to compare the fit. The results indicated that the two-factor 

model fit the data better, (104, N = 110) = 193.704, p < .01, CFI = .825, TLI = .798, 

RMSEA = .089, SRMR = .077, = 57.202, df = 1 , p < .01.

The overall scale (combination of IS-inc and C-inc) showed high internal consistency, 

= .88. The subscales demonstrated high internal consistency as well, = .79 and = .86 for 

the IS-inc and C-inc scale respectively. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Gender Differences in the Perceived Behavior of Narcissistic 

Leaders2 

2 This chapter is published as:
Van Gerven, E. J. G., De Hoogh, A. H. B., Den Hartog, D. N., & Belschak, F. D. (2022). Gender differences in 
the perceived behavior of narcissistic leaders. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 809193.

A previous version of this paper was presented at the European Conference on Personality (ECP), July 
2022 and at the 82nd Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management (AOM), August 2022.
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Abstract

Although narcissists often emerge as leaders, the relationship between leader narcissism and 

follower performance is ambiguous and often even found to be negative. For women,

narcissism seems especially likely to lead to negative evaluations. Since narcissists have the 

tendency to be impulsive and change their minds on a whim, they may come across as 

inconsistent. We propose ‘inconsistent leader behavior’ as a new mechanism in the 

relationship between leader narcissism and follower performance and argue that leader 

gender plays an important role in whether narcissistic leaders are perceived as inconsistent. 

Specifically, we expect leader narcissism to have a negative relationship with follower 

performance through perceived inconsistent leader behavior, especially for female leaders. 

Thus, we examine leader gender as a personal factor moderating the relationship between 

narcissism and perceived inconsistent behavior. Also, as perceived inconsistency is likely less 

problematic when a good relationship exists, we examine leader-member exchange (LMX) as 

a contextual condition moderating the relationship between leader behavior and follower 

performance. We test our moderated mediation model in a multi-source study with 165 

unique leader-follower dyads. As expected, leader narcissism was positively related to 

perceived inconsistent leader behavior, and this relationship was stronger for female leaders. 

Inconsistent leader behavior was negatively related to follower performance, but only when 

LMX was low. Our research highlights that perceived behavioral inconsistency can be 

problematic and - for female leaders - provides an explanation of the negative relation of 

leader narcissism with follower performance and of the inconsistencies in evaluations of 

narcissistic leaders’ effectiveness.

Keywords: Leader narcissism, gender, inconsistent leader behavior, LMX, follower 

performance
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3.1 Introduction

Narcissism has attracted attention in leadership research for over twenty years. In line 

with the higher leadership ratings narcissists often receive, they tend to emerge as leaders 

(Brunell et al., 2008; Nevicka et al., 2011a) and are relatively overrepresented in 

organizations (Grijalva et al., 2015). However, once narcissists occupy a leadership position, 

overall they do not seem to be more effective than their less-narcissistic counterparts 

(Grijalva et al., 2015) and despite initially making a leaderlike impression, over time they are 

often regarded negatively (Lubit, 2002). This may be due to the characteristics inherent in

narcissism. 

Narcissistic characteristics overlap with typical agentic traits, such as arrogance 

(Campbell et al., 2002), exploitativeness, egocentrism (Sedikides & Campbell, 2017), 

opportunism (Konrath et al., 2016), and impulsivity (Malesza & Ostaszewski, 2016; Vazire & 

Funder, 2006). These characteristics of narcissism imply an element of irrationality and 

unpredictability, suggesting that narcissistic leaders are more likely to be perceived as

displaying inconsistent leader behavior. Inconsistent leader behavior is behavior that is 

perceived by followers as varying across situations in erratic and seemingly random ways.

These leader behaviors are difficult to predict as they often appear to not fit the situation or

differ from previous behavior in a similar situation. 

Research has shown that gender impacts the evaluation of characteristics and 

behaviors, such that men are perceived differently than women depending on the socially 

expected and accepted sex role behavior (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Several of the 

characteristics of narcissists do not fit with the characteristics typically associated with 

women. For instance, narcissists’ dominant and self-promoting (agentic) behavior is likely to 

clash with the communal female gender stereotype (e.g., Rudman, 1998). Though this clash 

can lead to an increase in perceived competence, at the same time it likely leads to a decrease 

in likeability which is called the backlash effect (Rudman, 1998). The backlash effect 

explains negative outcomes of incongruency with gender stereotypes, especially for women. 

In line with literature on the backlash effect, women have been found to be penalized for

displaying dominance (Grijalva et al., 2015). For example, agentic behavior by women is 

positively related to hiring discrimination (Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Rudman & Glick, 2001) 

and negatively impacts voting preferences, whereas no such relationship exists for men 

(Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010). Furthermore, people assign less status and lower salaries to 

women expressing anger as compared to men expressing anger (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008). 
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Specifically for a leadership context, gender has been found to impact the relationship 

between leader narcissism and perceived leader effectiveness where female narcissistic 

leaders are rated as less effective than male narcissistic leaders (De Hoogh et al., 2013). 

Previous research has also demonstrated that perceivers encode leader behavior in relation to 

leader gender (Scott & Brown, 2006; Sczesny et al., 2006). However, to our knowledge, the 

mechanisms underlying gender differences in the evaluation of narcissistic leaders are not yet 

clear. Here, we propose that inconsistent leader behavior forms a mechanism through which 

leader narcissism is negatively related to outcomes and that this will be exacerbated for 

female leaders.

Inconsistent behavior reflects behavior that typically relates to impulsivity and 

opportunism which are agentic traits (as they both reflect power and selfishness as typical 

features of agency) that are linked to narcissism (e.g., Jonason & Fletcher, 2018). Impulsivity 

is characterized by being rash and unpredictable (e.g., Bari & Robbins, 2013; Dickman, 

1990). Opportunism is related to efforts to gain an advantage from a situation, often at the 

expense of others (Wong et al., 2005). Considering that men are expected to display 

dominant and agentic behavior (Eagly et al., 1981) and are stereotypically thought to be high 

on impulsiveness (Löckenhoff et al., 2014), displaying inconsistent behavior is congruent 

with the masculine stereotype. When men display agentic and inconsistent behavior, this may 

thus be interpreted as a display of power rather than erratic behavior. 

Women, on the other hand, are expected to act according to rules and norms and to 

not display divergent behavior, such as agentic behavior (Eagly et al., 1981). Drawing on 

Sherif and Hovland’s (1961) classic judgement model we propose that the negative aspects of 

narcissism in terms of being divergent and unpredictable are discrepant from people's 

stereotypes about women and thus more salient when evaluating the behavior of female 

narcissistic leaders. For women, showing agentic inconsistent behavior may come across as 

erratic and negatively stands out. This behavior for females is highly visible, whereas for 

male leaders being unpredictable and impulsive is congruent with the expected (agentic) sex 

role behavior and will stand out less. We thus expect that the effects of narcissism on the 

perception of inconsistent leader behavior are contingent on leader gender. 

The perception of inconsistent leader behavior in turn negatively affects follower 

performance as it acts as a stressor that is likely to deplete followers’ energetic resources 

(Burger & Arkin, 1980). Previous research suggests that followers’ response to leader 
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behavior is influenced by the quality of the leader-follower relationship, often referred to as 

leader-member exchange (LMX). According to LMX theory, leaders do not treat every 

subordinate the same, different types of relationships develop between leaders and followers, 

and the quality of these relationships can range from low to high (e.g., Liden et al., 1997).

Followers in a high-quality relationship have higher trust in their leader and are more 

committed to the leader. This makes them more open to social (leader) influence and implies 

they respond more favorably to their leader’s behaviors than followers in a low-quality 

relationship (Michel & Tews, 2016; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006). In line with this, we argue 

that the effects of perceived inconsistent leader behavior on follower performance are 

dependent on the quality of the relationship between leader and follower. For followers in a 

high-quality LMX, where best intent of the leader is assumed and trust in the leader is high, 

the negative effects of perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior on followers will be 

reduced compared to a low-quality LMX relationship. We thus test a (first-stage and second-

stage) moderated mediation model that may help to clarify the link between leader narcissism 

and follower performance and the effect of gender on this relationship (see Figure 1).

With this paper we aim to contribute to several literatures. First, we add to the

research on gender differences by investigating the effect of gender on the perception of 

narcissistic leader behavior. In doing so we contribute to the understanding of why narcissism 

and related behaviors are differentially perceived for men and women. Second, explanatory 

variables for the negative impact of narcissism on follower performance have rarely received

attention to date (for an exception, see Nevicka et al., 2011b). Here, we introduce the concept 

of inconsistent behavior to the literature on narcissism and identify it as a mechanism through 

which leader narcissism may relate to follower performance. Third, we answer a call of 

Figure 1. Proposed moderated mediation model

3

57

Gender Differences and Narcissistic Leaders

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   57 07-03-2024   13:11



leadership scholars who have emphasized the need for theory development on behavioral 

inconsistency (e.g., Simons, 2002), which has only recently started to receive (limited) 

research attention (e.g., Dineen et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2015). Finally, we propose LMX as 

a contingency variable to mitigate the negative effects of perceived inconsistent leader 

behavior on follower performance hereby adding to the literature showing the moderating 

effects of LMX on followers’ reactions to their leaders’ behavior.

3.2 Leader Narcissism

Narcissism describes a personality trait that involves a lack of empathy, inflated self-

esteem, and a need for admiration (Miller & Campbell, 2008). The lack of empathy that 

characterizes narcissists implies a disrespect and disregard of others (Konrath et al., 2016) 

and over time this often creates difficulties in maintaining close relationships (Campbell & 

Foster, 2002). Their inflated self-esteem biases narcissists’ self-perceptions by making them 

dream about personal success, glory, and power, and by stimulating them to see themselves 

as superior to others (Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Narcissists 

have high levels of confidence and optimism and seek power and authority over others (John 

& Robins, 1994; Raskin & Terry, 1988). Narcissists also view themselves as very intelligent, 

special, and unique and have a tendency to be arrogant (Campbell et al., 2002; Judge et al., 

2006; Raskin & Terry, 1988). Narcissists’ self-view, however positive, is unstable 

(Baumeister et al., 2000). They need admiration and constant reaffirmation of their self-

implied superiority (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006), which is why they engage in social 

displays of ability, act in ways to reinforce their superiority, and favor bold actions that 

attract attention (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007; Smith & Webster, 2018). 

Research shows that people scoring high on narcissism score low on ethics (Brown et 

al., 2010). Narcissism forms a predictor of counterproductive work behavior (Grijalva & 

Newman, 2015) and lying (Giammarco et al., 2013). Narcissists are erratic and often act 

impulsively (Jones & Paulhus, 2011), and they are unable to learn from mistakes (Campbell 

et al., 2004) or to react to negative feedback in an appropriate way (Barry et al., 2006). In 

what follows, we focus on a so far under-researched aspect of narcissism and propose that the 

impulsivity of narcissists can lead to narcissistic leaders being perceived as displaying 

inconsistent leader behavior, especially for female leaders, which might explain the negative

relationship between leader narcissism and follower performance.
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3.3 Narcissism and Gender

Research has shown that the same characteristics are evaluated differently when 

displayed by men and women, depending on social expectations and accepted role behavior 

(Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Social role theory suggests that women are expected to be 

communal (helping, understanding) while men are expected to be agentic (dominant, 

arrogant) (Eagly, 1987). These gender-related expectations are also found for leaders. 

Previous research has demonstrated that perceivers encode leader behavior in relation to 

leader gender (Scott & Brown, 2006; Sczesny et al., 2006). For example, women are more 

likely to be expected to have a servant leadership style, whereas men are more likely to be 

expected to have an authoritarian style (Hogue, 2016). 

Many narcissistic characteristics overlap with agentic traits (Campbell et al., 2002), 

which implies that narcissism is more in line with stereotypical masculine traits as compared 

to feminine traits. The dominant and self-promoting behavior that is typical for narcissists, 

does not match the communal leadership style that is expected of female leaders (e.g., 

Rudman, 1998). Yet, being incongruent with one’s gender role might lead to negative 

evaluations, resulting in a backlash effect for agentic female leaders (e.g., Eagly et al., 2000; 

Rudman, 1998). Indeed, narcissistic leaders are evaluated negatively when they are women, 

but not when they are men (e.g., De Hoogh et al., 2013). Here, we build on this work on 

narcissism and gender. Based on the judgement model of Sherif and Hovland (1961) we 

argue that behavior that is incongruent with one’s stereotype is more salient because of the 

contrast between the behavior displayed and the behavior expected based on gender role 

expectations and is therefore perceived more negatively. While prior research has focused 

particularly on the dominance and assertiveness of narcissistic leaders (Rosenthal & 

Pittinsky, 2006), other narcissistic characteristics have received less attention. Here, we 

explore narcissists’ unpredictability and inconsistency as under-researched characteristics.

3.4 Inconsistent Leader Behavior

Previous work in the field of leadership has often described leadership styles as stable 

and constant, suggesting that leaders typically display one type of behavior (Hannah et al., 

2014). Even though early research based on contingency theory (e.g., Fiedler, 1967) already

pointed out that leader behavior may differ from situation to situation (Utecht & Heier, 1976), 

only recently have researchers started to investigate the effects of leaders displaying multiple 

types of leader behavior (e.g., Johnson et al., 2012; Lanaj et al., 2016). 
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Most theories that address multiple leader behaviors, like contingency theory, leader 

versatility, and flexible leadership (Fiedler, 1967; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003; Yukl & Mahsud, 

2010), focus on leader’s display of varying behavior in order to adapt to specific situational 

or personal demands. Here, we argue that leaders may also engage in varying behavior that is 

not per se perceived to be adjusted to a specific situation. For example, leaders might be 

approachable one moment and not the next without a clear reason. Differences or changes in

leader behaviors that occur at different moments or in different spaces, may have their roots 

in other contexts (e.g., meetings with top management that followers have no notion of may 

cause a change in actions), personality traits of the leader (e.g., impulsivity, instability), 

strategic intent (e.g., self-centered), or (lack of) competency. As followers lack knowledge of 

the source of the unpredictability, followers may perceive such variation in leader behavior as 

unpredictable, erratic, and inconsistent, and this may negatively impact followers and 

organizations, for instance, by undermining trust in the leader, distracting followers, and 

causing them stress.

So far, only few researchers have looked into such potentially negative behavioral 

variability. For example, Dineen et al. (2006) studied the effect of leader’s inconsistency 

between words and actions on follower organizational citizenship behavior. Organizational 

citizenship behavior (OCB) can be defined as behavior that is not part of an employee’s 

formal tasks, such as voluntarily providing assistance to colleagues or promoting the 

organization (e.g., Organ, 1988; Smith et al., 1983) or as “performance that supports the 

social and psychological environment in which task performance takes place” (Organ, 1997, 

p. 95). OCB is an important construct in organizational research as it is related to measures of 

organizational effectiveness (Podsakoff et al., 2009). In two separate field samples, Dineen et 

al. (2006) found that leader’s consistency between words and actions is positively related to 

follower OCB. This suggests word-deed misalignment (‘not walking your talk’) may have 

negative consequences, especially considering the positive effects of OCB on organizational 

effectiveness. Also, another study suggested that when leaders who display ethical leader 

behavior are also seen to display passive leader behavior, this reduces the positive effects of 

the ethical behavior. Specifically, the findings show that passive behavior weakens the 

negative effect of ethical leader behavior on follower burnout (Vullinghs et al., 2020), again 

suggesting that varying leader behavior may have adverse consequences.

In this paper, we argue for an overarching type of inconsistent leader behavior, which 

is not limited to inconsistency between values and behavior or varying between different 

leadership styles. Leaders that display inconsistent leader behavior show different behavior in 
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similar situations (e.g., stressing the importance of a specific goal one day, whereas the next 

day another goal is emphasized as most important) or treat similar followers differently (e.g., 

showing appreciation for the achievement of one follower, but not for similar achievements 

of another), which makes their behavior hard to predict for followers. Given that leaders have 

considerable power over organizational processes and outcomes, inconsistent leader behavior 

may be particularly impactful. Not being able to predict the behavior of their leader is likely 

to be cognitively and emotionally taxing for followers and thus may deplete resources and 

distract followers from their core tasks as they constantly feel the need to monitor their leader 

to make sense of the inconsistent behavior and understand the leader’s intentions.

Narcissists are often described as opportunistic (Konrath et al., 2016; Wink, 1991) 

and impulsive (Vazire & Funder, 2006). On average, they score low on both empathy (Ames 

& Kammrath, 2004) and agreeableness (Paulhus, 2001). Narcissists are also characterized by 

an extreme impulsivity and ad-hoc emotional reactivity and display more day to day 

variability and extremity in their emotions than less narcissistic individuals (Emmons, 1987; 

Rhodewalt et al., 1998). Moreover, narcissists use other people to further their own goals 

(Campbell et al., 2005; Den Hartog et al., 2020; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006; Sedikides & 

Campbell, 2017). They believe they deserve more than others and have a high sense of 

entitlement (Campbell et al., 2004). People with a sense of entitlement may see their own 

motivation as sufficient to act, thereby disregarding others’ ideas, needs, and objections. They

focus on acting on their desires, including ones that others might find rather questionable 

(Hofmann et al., 2012). This suggests that narcissists will easily alternate between behaviors 

depending on what they feel is best for them, or on a whim based on what they feel like in the 

moment. We propose this may lead to them being perceived by others as inconsistent. 

Indeed, research has found narcissists to take advantage of specific situations. They 

are, for instance, more likely to engage in prosocial behavior when this behavior is highly 

visible than when no one can see it (Konrath et al., 2016). Moreover, narcissism is positively 

linked to impulsivity (Casillas & Clark, 2002), independent behavior, and lower ability to 

delay gratification (Vazire & Funder, 2006). Narcissists experience less conflict when acting 

on their desires (Hofmann et al., 2012). Moreover, research suggests that narcissists may 

strategically act in ways that imply they do not inhibit their urges and may intentionally 

engage in inconsistent, volatile behavior to convey a sense of power (Hart et al., 2017). 

Indeed, research shows that unpredictability may increase the (perceived) power of leaders 

(e.g., Sullivan et al., 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2011; 2012). We thus hypothesize: 
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Hypothesis 1: Leader narcissism is positively related to perceived inconsistent 

leader behavior.

3.5 Leader Gender and Inconsistent Leader Behavior

As noted, the same traits and behavior can be evaluated differently for men and 

women. The Sherif-Hovland (1961) judgement model suggests that stereotype-inconsistent 

actions are contrasted with gender role expectations. Behavior that is not expected is noticed 

more easily because of this contrast effect. For example, because women are expected to be 

more understanding and kind than men, a man is more likely to be noticed when comforting 

his child than a woman doing the same thing. Many studies found evidence for such 

stereotype-based contrast effects (e.g., Rudman & Phelan, 2010). We argue that such contrast 

effects with regard to gender stereotype may also affect perceptions of narcissistic leaders’ 

inconsistent behavior.

Specifically, men are socialized to be more aggressive, autonomous, and bold, while 

women exhibit more conformity and self-discipline (Low, 1989). Also, research has 

consistently found gender differences in self-control with women exhibiting higher levels of 

self-control than men (LaGrange & Silverman, 1999). Whereas men generally score higher 

than women on self-reported emotional stability (Costa et al., 2001), evidence indicates an 

opposite pattern when it comes to stereotypes about this trait: men are on average stereotyped 

to be higher in impulsiveness than women (Löckenhoff et al., 2014). Drawing on Sherif and 

Hovland’s (1961) stereotype-based judgment model we argue that perceivers expect less 

impulsive and unpredictable behavior from female leaders. Based on gender role expectations 

agentic, inconsistent actions stand out more for women than for men. These behaviors will 

thus be more salient when evaluating female narcissistic leaders than when evaluating male

narcissistic leaders. Narcissists feel the power to do whatever they want, change their mind

on a whim, and act on their impulses, which we hypothesize is more accepted, stands out less, 

and is less likely to be perceived as inconsistent for male leaders. In contrast for women, such 

impulsive behavior runs counter gender stereotypes and stands out compared to the expected 

agreeableness  and thus such behavior is perceived as more inconsistent.
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Hypothesis 2: Leader gender moderates the relationship between leader 

narcissism and perceived inconsistent leader behavior, such that female 

narcissistic leaders are perceived as displaying more inconsistent behavior 

than male narcissistic leaders.

3.6 Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Leader-Member Exchange

Inconsistent leader behavior pertains to showing varying behavior in similar 

situations, which makes it hard for followers to predict how an inconsistent leader will act. 

Prior research has suggested that inconsistent behavior may indeed play an important role in 

increasing experiences of unpredictability (De Cremer, 2003; O’Driscoll & Beehr, 1994). 

Predictability is valued very much by followers, and unpredictability is typically experienced 

as a strong stressor (e.g., Monat et al., 1972). For example, followers rate their leaders as 

more effective and more credible when they are able to predict their behavior (e.g., Johnson

et al., 2012). Followers even prefer constant abuse over unpredictable abuse (Matta et al.,

2017). A lack of perceived control over a situation and predictability are found to be related 

to motivational losses due to feelings of helplessness and related declines in performance 

(Burger & Arkin, 1980). In addition, unpredictable behavior of the leader is a stressor that is 

likely to deplete followers’ resources and to distract their attention away from their core 

tasks. We therefore believe that perceived inconsistent leader behavior is negatively related to 

follower performance.

In previous research, LMX has been studied as an important factor influencing the 

effects of leader behaviors on followers (e.g., Schriesheim et al., 1998). According to 

Smircich and Morgan (1982), perceptions of and reactions to leadership are based on the 

interactions between leaders and followers. The quality of these interactions and the nature of 

the relationship between leader and follower, determines the extent to which followers decide 

to resist the influence attempts of leaders or be open to them. In this sense LMX functions as 

“an anchor and context” (Lind, 2001, p. 73) for followers for interpreting and evaluating their 

leader’s behavior. Indeed, findings suggest that the quality of the relationship between leaders 

and their followers defines the reaction of followers to leader behavior, where followers in a 

high-quality relationship have a more positive attitude towards their leader and assume their 

leader wants what is best for them. Followers in low-quality relationships, on the other side, 

have lower trust in their leader (Michel & Tews, 2016; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006). 
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We study LMX as potentially having a buffering effect, where high levels of LMX 

might prevent a strong negative effect of perceived inconsistent leader behavior on follower 

performance. We argue that high-quality LMX makes followers more lenient towards their 

leaders (Michel & Tews, 2016), and we propose that perceived inconsistent leader behavior 

may then also have a less negative impact on follower performance under high-LMX leaders. 

For instance, followers might attribute perceived inconsistent leader behavior to the 

circumstances as they assume good leader intentions, or they may assume that there must be a 

good reason for the change in leader behavior that they might not know of. This logic also 

suggests that low-quality LMX might actually strengthen the negative relationship between 

perceived inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance as followers are likely more 

sensitive to and subsequently react more negatively to this type of behavior when feeling less 

connected to their leader. Thus, we expect:

Hypothesis 3: LMX moderates the relationship between perceived inconsistent 

leader behavior and follower performance, such that the negative effect is 

weaker when LMX is high as compared to when LMX is low.

Overall, we expect that the indirect relationship between leader narcissism and 

follower performance via perceived inconsistent leader behavior is a function of leader 

gender (first-stage) and LMX (second-stage).

Hypothesis 4: Leader narcissism is related to follower performance via a 

conditional indirect effect, such that the negative indirect effect of leader 

narcissism on follower performance is strongest for female leaders with a low-

quality relationship with their follower.

3.7 Method

3.7.1 Sample and Procedure

We tested our research model in a multi-source field study on a sample of 165 unique 

leader-follower dyads (i.e., 165 leaders and one follower for each leader, resulting in 165 

followers) who worked in different organizations and across different industries. Our sample 

size is similar to that of samples used in previous studies looking at similar topics and models 

with the same amount of complexity (e.g., De Hoogh et al., 2015). Dyads were approached 

through contacts of students of a Dutch university and, if they agreed to participate, an email 

invitation to an online survey was sent. Confidentiality and the voluntary nature of 
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participation were stressed in the accompanying message. To ensure anonymity, participants 

received a unique code to match the surveys. Participants could choose to complete the 

survey either in English or in Dutch. During data collection, reminders were sent to 

participants to increase the response rate. Most leaders were male (61.8%), the mean age was 

41.98 years (SD = 11.62, 1 missing value). On average, leaders had worked for their current 

organization for 11.13 years (SD = 9.27, 9 missing values) and had worked with this specific 

follower for 3.86 years (SD = 4.63, 15 missing values). Most followers were female (50.3%),

the mean age was 35.07 years (SD = 12.86). On average, followers had been working at their 

current organization for 7.98 years (SD = 9.23, 21 missing values). 

3.7.2 Measures

Leaders rated their followers’ performance and their own personality. Followers rated 

leader behavior and LMX. All variables were measured using a 7-point Likert-scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Narcissism. Leaders filled in the 13-item version of the Narcissistic Personality 

Inventory (NPI-13; Gentile et al., 2013). Example items are: “I like having authority over 

others”, and “I will usually show off if I get the chance”. Coefficient alpha was .84. 

Inconsistent Leader Behavior. As the concept of inconsistent leader behavior has 

received little attention in the leadership literature to date, we used a relatively new scale 

developed by Van Gerven et al. (2021) for measuring Inconsistent Leader Behavior (ILB). 

Four items were generated by Van Gerven and colleagues that matched the definition of 

inconsistent leader behavior and aimed to capture a one-dimensional focus on leader behavior 

that is perceived by followers as unpredictable and erratic and the authors provide validity 

information for this scale from multiple samples (Van Gerven et al., 2021). Cronbach’s alpha 

of this four-item scale was .87. For the full set of items see Table 1.

Table 1. Inconsistent Leader Behavior items

Item number Item

1 My supervisor behaves alternately.

2 My supervisor is inconsistent in his/her behavior.

3 My supervisor is hard to predict.

4 My supervisor behaves differently in comparable situations.

3

65

Gender Differences and Narcissistic Leaders

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   65 07-03-2024   13:11



LMX. LMX was measured using the 8-item scale by Liden et al. (1993). Example 

items are: “My supervisor would be personally inclined to use his/her power to help me solve 

problems in my work”, and “My supervisor understands my problems and needs”. 

Coefficient alpha was .87.

Task Performance. Follower performance was measured using a five-item scale filled

out by the leader (Williams & Anderson, 1991). Example items are: “My employee 

adequately completes assigned duties”, and “My employee meets formal performance 

requirements of the job”. Coefficient alpha was .87. 

Control variables. As the negative effects of narcissism might grow over time 

(Paulhus, 1998), we included tenure with the leader (in years) as control variable. We also 

checked whether survey language made a difference. Tenure did not significantly alter the 

variables or relationships in our study. Analysis conducted with language of the survey as a 

control also produced the same pattern of results. To conserve statistical power we therefore 

report the results without these control variables in what follows (e.g., Becker, 2005).

Measurement model. A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to determine 

whether the data conformed to the assumption that each of the proposed latent variables 

represents a separate construct. We randomly combined subsets of narcissism items to create 

three parcels of items. We did this only for the well-established and validated narcissism 

measure as this sufficiently reduced the sample size to parameter ratio, for the other variables 

we retained the single items and did not use parceling. Results for the measurement model 

indicated that the four-factor model fitted the data well, 2 (164, 165) = 310.217, p < .01, CFI 

= .915, TLI = .902, RMSEA = .074, SRMR = .059. Two alternative models, one in which the 

items of leader narcissism and inconsistent leader behavior were merged into one factor, 2

(167, 165) = 532.806, p < .01, CFI = .788, TLI = .759, RMSEA = .115, SRMR = .092, 2

(3) = 222.589, p < .001, one in which the items of inconsistent leader behavior and leader-

member exchange were merged into one factor, 2 (167, 165) = 541.421, p < .01, CFI = .783,

TLI = .753, RMSEA = .117, SRMR = .086, 2 (3) = 231.204, p < .001, exhibited 

significantly poorer fit. We also compared the four-factor model with a two-factor model 

with the items of leader narcissism and follower performance (both rated by the leader) in 

one factor, and inconsistent leader behavior and leader-member exchange (both rated by the 

follower) merged into the second factor. The four-factor model showed a significant better fit 

over the two-factor model, 2 (169, 165) = 785.379, p < .01, CFI = .643, TLI = .598, RMSEA 
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= .149, SRMR = .125, 2 (5) = 475.162, p < .001.

3.8 Results

3.8.1 Descriptives and correlations

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities of the 

variables. Leader narcissism was positively correlated with perceptions of inconsistent leader 

behavior (r = .21, p = .006) and negatively with LMX (r = -.15, p = .076). Perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior were negatively correlated with follower performance (r = -.16,

p = .042) and LMX (r = -.46, p < .001). Finally, LMX was positively correlated with follower 

performance (r = .22, p = .005). 

3.8.2 Hypothesis testing

To test the hypotheses, we used the PROCESS macro (model 21, version 3.4, Hayes, 

2013) in SPSS to conduct our analyses. All variables were mean centered prior to analyses 

(Aiken & West, 1991). The first step of this analysis examines the main effect of leader 

narcissism on inconsistent leader behavior. Hypothesis 1, leader narcissism is positively 

related to perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior, was supported. The results showed a

significant main effect of leader trait narcissism on follower perceptions of inconsistent 

leader behavior (B = .34, SE = .12, t = 2.91, p = .004, 95% CI [.11, .58]).

Next, we tested our full moderated mediation model. Hypothesis 2, leader gender 

moderates the relationship between leader narcissism and perceptions of inconsistent leader 

behavior, was supported (B = .59, SE = .24, t = 2.41, p = .017, 95% CI [.11, 1.07]). Female 

narcissistic leaders were perceived to display more inconsistent behavior (B = .71, SE = .20, t

= 3.62, p < .001, 95% CI [.32, 1.09]), whereas narcissism was not related to perceptions of 

inconsistent behavior for male narcissistic leaders (B = .12, SE = .15, t = .79, p = .428, 95% 

CI [-.17, .41]). The moderating effect of LMX on the relationship between perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance (Hypothesis 3) was also supported (B

= .09, SE = .04, t = 2.11, p = .036, 95% CI [.01, .18]). Perceived inconsistent leader behavior 

was negatively related to follower performance for leaders with low LMX (1 SD below the 

mean) (B = -.11, SE = .05, t = -1.94, p = .054, 95% CI [-.21, .00]), but not for leaders with 

high LMX (1 SD above the mean) (B = .06, SE = .07, t = .88, p = .380, 95% CI [-.07, .19]).
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Finally, we found support for a conditional indirect effect of leader narcissism on 

follower performance via perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior moderated by leader 

gender and LMX (Hypothesis 4) as the index of moderated mediation was significant, which 

means that the indirect relationship of leader narcissism with follower performance through

inconsistent leader behavior was found to be a function of gender and LMX (Index = .0537,

SE = .03, 95% CI [.001, .135]). As predicted, for female leaders with low LMX (1 SD below 

the mean), leader narcissism was negatively related to follower performance through

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior (B = -.08, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.169, -.002]). For 

female leaders with high LMX (1 SD above the mean), the negative relationship between 

inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance became insignificant and the indirect 

relationship was no longer there (B = .04, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.040, .138]). For male leaders 

there was no indirect negative relationship between leader narcissism and follower 

performance through perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior, both when they had low 

LMX (1 SD below the mean) (B = -.01, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.053, .021]) as well as when they 

had high LMX (B = .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.019, .038]), providing further support for 

Hypothesis 4. See Figure 2 and Figure 3 for the interaction effects. Results of the moderated 

mediation analysis are presented in Table 3.

Figure 2. Effect of leader narcissism and leader gender on follower perceptions of 
inconsistent leader behavior
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Figure 3. Effects of follower perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior and quality of the 
leader-follower relationship on follower performance

Table 3. Results of the moderated mediation analysis using the PROCESS macro 21

Predictor B se t (95% CI)
Inconsistent leader behavior
Constant -.00 .10 -.00 (-.20; .20)
Predictors
Leader narcissism
Leader gender
Leader narcissism * leader gender

.34**

.14

.59*

.12

.21

.24

2.91**
.67
2.41*

(.11; .58)
(-.27; .55)
(.10; 1.07)

Follower performance
Constant .05 .06 .85 (-.07; .17)
Predictors
Leader narcissism
ILB
LMX
ILB * LMX
Index ILB

.04
-.02
.11
.09*
.0537*

.07

.05

.07

.04

.035

.55
-.49
1.50
2.11*

(-.09; .16)
(-.12; .08)
(-.03; .25)
(.01; .18)
(.001; .135)

Note. N = 165.
* p < .05
** p < .01
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3.9 Discussion

In this paper we aimed to contribute to the narcissism, gender, and the leadership 

literatures by specifying a mechanism through which leader narcissism might influence 

follower performance, namely perceived inconsistent leader behavior, and identifying gender 

as a moderator. Previous work shows that narcissists have the tendency to be impulsive and 

feel entitled to change their minds on a whim and that narcissistic leaders are evaluated 

differently based on their gender. To date, an explanation for these gender differences is 

lacking. To address this, we drew from the literature on narcissism and leadership and 

proposed a moderated mediation model in which the relationship of leader narcissism with

follower performance is mediated by perceived inconsistent leader behavior. 

We expected the effect of leader narcissism on perceptions of inconsistent leader 

behavior to depend on leader gender. Also, we expected the effect of perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior to depend on the quality of the relationship between the leader 

and the follower. In a multi-source field study, we found support for the expected gender 

differences. Specifically, we found that leader narcissism was indirectly negatively related to 

follower performance via perceived inconsistent leader behavior, but only for followers of

female leaders who experience low LMX. This suggests that a high-quality relationship may 

act as a buffer for the potential negative effects of narcissism and perceived inconsistent 

leader behavior, specifically for female leaders.

3.9.1 Theoretical Implications

Our research contributes to the gender literature by further developing insights into 

why the effects of leader narcissism and follower outcomes tend to differ between men and 

women. Specifically, we found that female narcissists are perceived as displaying more 

inconsistent behavior, and this may be one explanation for inconclusive findings in 

evaluations of narcissistic leaders. Prior research showed that narcissists are more impulsive 

(Vazire & Funder, 2006) and opportunistic (Konrath et al. 2016).  Here we show how these 

characteristics seem to translate into female narcissistic leaders being perceived as behaving 

inconsistently in the leadership role, which is experienced negatively by followers. Our 

research adds to the stream of research on gender differences and judgement (e.g., Sherif & 

Hofland, 1961) by showing that the negative aspects of narcissism in terms of being 

divergent and unpredictable seem to be more salient for women. Such behavior is 

incongruent with people’s stereotypes about women and thus perceptually contrasted from 

these stereotypes (see also Manis et al., 1988). For men, agentic behaviors such as being 
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dominant and erratic do not seem to be incongruent and do not come with a backlash. 

However, this backlash effect does happen for women: the contrast with gender expectations 

does seem to translate into negative evaluations. This new negative and gendered pathway 

from leader narcissism to follower performance aids in explaining differences in the

relationship of narcissism and leader effectiveness for men and women (De Hoogh et al., 

2015). 

Furthermore, we answer the call for more research into behavioral inconsistency and 

related constructs (Simons, 2002) by looking into both antecedents and outcomes of 

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior. Although varying leader behavior has been 

studied previously, it was usually studied from a positive perspective (how leaders vary 

behavior in order to be flexible or adapt to the situation or person), narrowed down to a 

specific type of inconsistency (e.g., word-deed alignment; Dineen et al., 2006), or focused on

displaying two different leadership styles simultaneously (e.g., Vullinghs et al., 2020). Here,

we contribute theoretically by showing that perceptions of overall inconsistent behavior form 

a broad construct that seems to be negatively related to follower performance.

3.9.2 Managerial Implications

Our research findings show that it is important to pay attention to gender effects. 

Because agentic traits are to some extent deemed necessary to be able to make it at the top 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002) researchers have previously focused on potential ‘buffers’ for the 

effects of non-stereotypical gender behavior. Even in leadership roles, gender differences 

exist along the communal dimension (Moskowitz et al., 1994) as female leaders show 

empathy and build relationships more readily than their male counterparts (Fletcher et al., 

2000). For female leaders, it seems that being high on agentic traits might be accepted as long 

as those traits do not conflict with the prescription for women of being kind and displaying 

communal behavior (Prentice & Carranza, 2002). This suggests that displaying desirable 

communal behavior might prevent negative outcomes. In our study, we find that indeed 

female narcissistic leaders can make up for their display of counter stereotypical agentic 

behavior by forming high-quality interpersonal relationships with subordinates.

Since a high-quality relationship mitigates negative effects of perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior, regardless of the gender of the leader, organizations should 

think of ways to help leaders to improve the relationships with their followers. Providing 

support and displaying loyalty and trust characterize a high-quality LMX (Graen & Scandura, 
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1987; Uhl-Bien & Maslyn, 2003) and explicit attention to supporting followers could 

therefore help in improving the quality of leader-follower relationships. Furthermore, leaders 

might provide more rationales for their behaviors because explanations for behavior can 

positively influence the perception and interpretation of leader behavior by followers

(Simons, 2002). Transparency might thus help to minimize problems of inconsistent leader 

behavior. 

Finally, our findings provide valuable insights into the overrepresentation of male 

leaders and how this might relate to (toxic) workplace cultures. While research on narcissism 

has established a positive link between narcissism and leader emergence as well as leadership 

ratings (e.g., Brunell et al., 2008; Nevicka et al., 2011b), our results suggest that particularly 

men might profit from this. Whereas female narcissistic leaders experience backlash, our 

findings suggest that narcissism is more readily accepted in male leaders allowing them to 

occupy leader positions, typically accompanied by power. As leaders form role models for 

followers, agentic and unpredictable behavior shown by narcissistic male leaders might be 

seen as acceptable and hence ‘rub off’, thereby potentially creating a negative culture of 

inconsistency.

3.9.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite its contributions, we recognize that our study has limitations. First, even 

though we use a multi-source design and focus on leader trait narcissism, a personality 

characteristic, as our independent variable and behaviors as mediators and outcome variable, 

our research design was cross-sectional, which means we cannot draw firm conclusions about 

causality. Also, we used a non-probability sampling method which might limit the 

generalizability of our findings. Future research should consider studying the variables in an 

experimental setting and use a more systematic sampling approach.

In future studies, it will be important to investigate the specific mechanisms expected 

to underly the gender differences, namely gender role expectations. We do find that female 

narcissistic leaders are perceived as more inconsistent, however, we cannot conclude with 

certainty that this is explained by what behavior followers expect from their leaders as we did 

not measure such gender role expectations. Gender role expectations may also differ 

depending on industry. For example, the positive relationship between leader narcissism and 

perceived inconsistent leader behavior might be even stronger in more stereotypical female 
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industries (e.g., healthcare) as compared to stereotypical male industries (e.g., finance). We 

would advise future researchers to look into these underlying mechanisms. 

Third, inconsistent behavior should be also investigated over time as a specific 

display of behavior will be perceived as inconsistent when differing from behavior displayed 

earlier in time. Therefore, in addition to studying inconsistent behavior cross-sectionally, we 

would encourage future researchers to look into ways of studying inconsistent leader 

behaviors longitudinally, for example through experience sampling.

Next, we used a new measure of inconsistent leader behavior, thereby advancing 

research. However, we encourage researchers to further look into our new scale and further 

test and extend it. Future research on different dimensions of inconsistent leader behavior 

could yield compelling insights regarding whether or not some dimensions (e.g., relation-

oriented behaviors) send more inconsistent cues than others (e.g., task-oriented behaviors). 

Furthermore, it would be interesting to take also follower personality into account when 

looking into the effects of inconsistent leader behavior to see who is better able to deal well 

with an inconsistent leader and which individuals suffer most. 

Further, as we measured performance as a leader rating, it may be possible that this 

rating is biased by the quality of LMX, where leaders see the followers with whom they have 

high LMX as performing well. That said, the .22 correlation is very similar to the .24 overall 

correlation found in a meta-analysis between LMX and objective measures of performance 

(see Martin et al., 2016). Also, the rating of follower performance might be biased by leader’s 

narcissism, potentially in combination with LMX: narcissistic leaders ‘punish’ followers with 

whom they have low LMX through lower performance evaluations. While we collected 

multi-source data and did not find a significant correlation between leader narcissism and 

leader’s rating of follower performance, we did find a significant positive correlation between 

LMX and follower performance. To avoid this potential bias, future research should collect 

objective data on follower performance or use performance ratings from different sources 

(e.g., 360-degree feedback or peer evaluations). 

Also, in this study, we focused on the moderating effect of LMX on the relationship 

between perceived inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance. However, 

followers perceiving their leader to display inconsistent behavior might in turn like the leader 

less (i.e., a decrease in the quality of the relationship between leader and follower) and may 

lower their job performance, which would suggest that LMX mediates the relationship 
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between perceived inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance. Even though we 

acknowledge that there might be a direct relationship between perceived inconsistent leader 

behavior and LMX that is most likely negative, we were especially interested in studying the 

potential buffering effect of LMX. Such focus on the quality of LMX as a moderator is 

theoretically supported by earlier research showing that LMX influences the link between 

leader behavior and follower reactions to this behavior (Michel & Tews, 2016; Piccolo & 

Colquitt, 2006). However, it would still be interesting to study the direct relationship between 

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior and LMX. Also, future research could study the 

potential pathways through which leader narcissism negatively affects LMX (e.g., because 

narcissistic leaders might generally show less prosocial behavior toward followers).

Finally, it would be of interest to find out whether leader inconsistency can possibly 

also have positive outcomes. Literature suggests that (narcissistic) leaders strategically act in 

ways that imply low self-control, because power is associated with the freedom to act 

according to one’s own volition (Hart et al., 2017). Studies suggest that violating (social) 

norms indeed fuels perception of power (Van Kleef et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2012). It 

might be that the agentic traits related to narcissism are perceived as powerful and dominant 

for male narcissistic leaders, but not or less so for women. This forms an interesting area of 

research.

3.10 Conclusion

Leader narcissism is evaluated both positively and negatively. Our research provides 

an explanation for a negative effect of leader narcissism on follower performance by showing 

that female narcissistic leaders tend to be perceived to show inconsistent behavior, and such 

behavior relates negatively with performance for followers who have a low-quality 

relationship with their leader. These results highlight that leaders being perceived as 

displaying behavioral inconsistency can be a problem, and that gender is an important factor 

to consider for further studies on this topic.
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Your Unpredictability is Making me Sick!  

The Relationship between Inconsistent Leader Behavior and 

Follower Mental Health3 

3 A longer version of this chapter is to be submitted for publication as:
Van Gerven, E. J. G., De Hoogh, A. H. B., Den Hartog, D. N., Belschak, F. D., & J. G. Almeida. Your
Unpredictability is Making me Sick! The Relationship between Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Follower 
Mental Health.

A previous version of this paper was presented at the Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Leadership 
Symposium (IPLS), May 2022.
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Abstract

Research emphasizes the advantages of flexible leader behavior for diverse demands, but 

unpredictable variability may pose problems. Preliminary studies suggest that leader 

inconsistency can trigger adverse reactions, yet its effects on mental health remain

understudied. Drawing on the job demands-resources theory, we propose that inconsistent 

leader behavior is a job demand that impairs psychological safety, leading to increased

absenteeism due to mental health problems, especially when job autonomy is low. In a large 

scale prospective field-study in a Brazilian bank (N = 33.352, divided over 4.343 teams) we 

find support for our model. Our study shows that inconsistent leader behavior is an important 

construct that, through its negative impact on psychological safety, can be detrimental to 

mental health.

Keywords: inconsistent leader behavior, psychological safety, mental health, absenteeism, job

autonomy
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4.1 Introduction

Behavioral consistency is seen as crucial for effective leaders to display, as it 

enhances leader credibility and reduces employee uncertainty (De Cremer, 2003). However, 

leaders also need to be able to switch between different behaviors to flexibly deal with 

changing conditions (e.g., Yukl, 2008b; Zhang et al., 2015). Leader behavior serves as an 

important source of information for followers, and when reasons why leaders display varying 

behaviors are not understood, such behaviors are likely seen as inconsistent (unpredictable, 

random) rather than flexible (adapted to the situation). Indeed, evidence shows that followers 

often perceive their leader’s behavior to vary across situations and over time (e.g., Johnson et 

al., 2012; Lin et al., 2016), and they may identify such behavior as inconsistent, that is, as 

erratic and unpredictable, varying without an apparent reason (Van Gerven et al., 2022).

Inconsistent leader behaviors may have severe consequences for employees and 

organizations. Not knowing what to expect may undermine employees’ feelings of 

psychological safety (cf. Lee et al., 2004) and hamper their mental health (Massazza et al., 

2023). Most previous research has, however, focused on particular types of inconsistency 

such as misalignment of a leader’s words and deeds (‘walk the talk’) and (in)consistency in 

fairness (cf. behavioral integrity, Simons, 2002; Matta et al., 2017). The little previous 

research that has focused on general inconsistent leader behavior has linked it to subjective 

outcomes such as employee negative affect and reduced performance at the individual level 

(Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2023; Van Gerven et al., 2022). We know little about inconsistent

leader behavior’s effects on employees’ mental health and more objective indicators of it 

such as absenteeism. 

We draw on the job demands-resources model (JD-R; Demerouti et al., 2001) to

theorize about the potential negative effects of perceived inconsistent leader behavior on 

mental health. To test our theoretical ideas, we use objective (team-level) data on mental 

health-related absenteeism across 4343 teams in a big bank to link such behavior via 

psychological safety to absenteeism while investigating employees’ degree of job autonomy 

as a moderating variable. The JD-R model posits that job demands and resources influence 

outcomes through job strain processes. Job demands are job aspects that require sustained 

effort and are therefore associated with psychological costs. Job resources, by contrast, refer 

to the aspects of a job that are functional in achieving work goals, reduce job demands, and 

are associated with psychological gains. Job strain is a state of psychological and 
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physiological imbalance that results from high job demands combined with low job resources

(Karasek & Theorell, 1990). This imbalance creates tension, which, in turn, leads to negative 

outcomes such as mental health-related absenteeism (De Jonge et al., 2000). As inconsistent 

leader behavior (ILB) sends conflicting signals to employees, we argue that ILB can be 

viewed as a negative leader behavior and a job demand that depletes employee energy by 

creating an unpredictable and hence unsafe work environment. This leads to declines in 

mental health. 

More specifically, we argue that ILB is negatively related to psychological safety. 

Psychological safety is the belief that the workplace is safe for interpersonal risk taking and 

chances of negative outcomes are low (Kahn, 1990). This belief is based on employees’ 

perceptions of the consequences of taking risks, being themselves, and saying what they think 

at work (see Newman et al., 2017). Clear signals regarding which behaviors are (not) valued 

are important in creating a psychologically safe working environment as they allow 

employees to adapt their behaviors accordingly and avoid negative consequences 

(Edmondson, 2004). By contrast, ambiguous and unpredictable situations are labeled as 

psychologically unsafe (May et al., 2004). ILB provides an unpredictable work environment, 

discouraging employees from expressing their concerns and ideas as they do not know how 

their leader will react. We argue that employees who perceive their leader as inconsistent 

become insecure and feel unsafe as their leader might unfairly punish them. 

Besides the main effects, according to the JD-R model, job demands also interact with 

job resources to affect well-being on the job (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The literature on 

the JD-R model has emphasized that particularly job autonomy (i.e., the extent to which a job 

allows freedom, independence, and discretion at work) acts as a strong resource (see Kwon & 

Kim, 2020), and in the field of leadership several studies have shown that employee 

autonomy moderates the effects of leader behaviors (e.g., Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012; 

Wang & Cheng, 2010). Job autonomy is a structural job resource, a contextual job element 

that can be increased through job crafting (Berdicchia & Masino, 2019). It provides 

employees with more and better opportunities to cope with stressful situations (e.g., Jenkins, 

1991). Furthermore, employees high on autonomy are less dependent on their leader and thus

may suffer less from ILB and the related reduced psychological safety. We therefore propose 

that job autonomy buffers the negative effect of ILB on psychological safety.
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The relationship between psychological safety and (mental) health has received 

surprisingly little research attention. The work that has been done finds a negative 

relationship between psychological safety and stress and burnout (Fransen et al., 2020; 

Newman et al., 2017). Researchers have argued that psychological safety provides employees 

with the freedom to focus on work goals, rather than having to protect the self (Schein, 1993). 

By contrast, employees with an environment low on psychological safety have to constantly

monitor their behaviors as showing their true self and freely speaking their mind will likely 

result in negative consequences. Therefore, chances of employees becoming stressed and 

even burned out are higher when they experience low psychological safety (Rathert et al., 

2022). In this study we argue for a positive relationship between psychological safety and 

mental health. In sum, we propose a negative indirect relationship between ILB and mental 

health through psychological safety which is moderated by job autonomy.

The present study tests the following hypotheses: ILB is negatively related to 

psychological safety (Hypothesis 1), job autonomy buffers the negative effect of ILB on 

psychological safety (moderation, Hypothesis 2), psychological safety is positively related to 

team-level mental health (Hypothesis 3), and ILB is negatively related to team-level mental

health through a decrease in psychological safety and employee job autonomy buffers the 

Figure 1. The proposed multilevel moderated mediation model
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indirect negative effect of ILB on mental health via psychological safety (moderated 

mediation, Hypothesis 4). The full theoretical model is summarized in Figure 1.

4.2 Method

4.2.1 Participants and Procedure

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a survey study among employees from a large 

Brazilian bank. In this bank, employees are divided over three levels: headquarters, support, 

and branches. Data for our study were collected on the branch-level, from 33,351 employees 

divided over 4,343 teams. Of our sample, 14,694 were women (44.1%). Respondents’ 

average age was 43.49 years (SD = 9.16), and they worked 33.62 hours per week on average 

(SD = 4.81). The mean tenure was 13.76 years (SD = 8.44). As part of an annual employee 

survey, participants filled in an online questionnaire about their team leader’s behavior, their 

perceptions of psychological safety at their work, and their perceived job autonomy. We 

collected data on employee mental health-related absenteeism at the team-level from the 

bank’s HR department. To mitigate reverse causality concerns, we specifically utilized team-

level absenteeism data for the four months following the annual survey in August (i.e., 

September – December).

4.2.2 Measures

All questionnaires were translated into Portuguese. Statements could be answered on 

a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Inconsistent Leader Behavior. Perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior were 

measured with the four item scale developed by Van Gerven et al.(2022). Example items are: 

“My supervisor is inconsistent in his/her behavior” and “My supervisor is hard to predict”. 

Cronbach’s alpha was .82.

Psychological safety was measured using the six item shortened version of

Edmondson (1999) psychological safety scale (as used in Almeida et al., 2021), wording 

adjusted for the team context. Example items are: “It is safe to take a risk on this team” and 

“It is easy to ask other members of this team for help” (Cronbach’s alpha = .69).

Job autonomy. Job autonomy was measured with two items of the High Performance 

Work Systems Program, specifically aimed at measuring autonomous job design (Arthur et 

al., 2016). The items are: “Employees in this area are given lots of opportunity to decide how 

to do their work” and “The actual job duties are shaped more by the employee than by a 
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specific job description”. We estimated the reliability of this 2-item scale via the Spearman-

Brown coefficients for 2-item scales (Eisinga et al., 2013). The reliability of the job

autonomy scale was .75.

Mental health. We assessed mental health using HR data from the organization, 

focusing on mental health-related absenteeism at the team-level during September to 

December 2021, that is, the months following the annual employee survey in August. Health-

related leave was represented as a percentage of total hours worked, aligning with the 

conceptional definition of absenteeism as “a lack of physical presence at a behavior setting 

when and where one is expected to be” (Harrison & Price, 2003, p. 204). To safeguard 

privacy, absenteeism was measured at the team level. 

4.2.3 Data Analytic Approach

Absenteeism data is rarely normally distributed, rather positively skewed, thereby 

violating the assumptions of our statistical model. While usually a transformation of the 

absenteeism variable could solve this issue, this can be problematic in the case of zero-

inflated data. In our sample, a significant proportion of teams have no absences (32.8%).

Furthermore, our data exhibits more variability than expected, a condition known as 

overdispersion. We computed and compared several statistical models correcting for non-

normal distribution of data. Table 1 shows the comparison between the Poisson, negative 

binomial, zero-inflated Poisson, and zero-inflated negative binomial model. We used the BIC 

to decide for the zero-inflated negative binomial model. This models takes into account the 

overdispersion of our data while correcting for zero-inflation. In order to be able to estimate 

this model, we modeled our within-level variables (i.e., ILB, job autonomy, and 

psychological safety) on the between-level using aggregated variables. As the difference with 

the negative binomial model is small, we compared the coefficients of the two (Table 2). 

Adding the inflation equation provided us with relevant information regarding the 

relationship between psychological safety and mental health-related absenteeism. In what 

follows, we therefore discuss the results from the zero-inflated negative binomial model. All

analyses were performed using Mplus editor version 8.8.

4.3 Results

Table 3 depicts the means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability estimates 

for the variables in our study. In Hypothesis 1, we proposed that ILB would be negatively 

related to psychological safety. The results supported this prediction, see Table 2. Within 
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teams, ILB was negatively related to psychological safety (B = -.474, se = .013, p < .001). 

Employees perceiving their leader as inconsistent reported lower psychological safety. 

Between-team analyses (aggregated data) yielded similar results (B = -.534, se = .057, p <

.001), indicating that teams perceiving more ILB, had lower psychological safety than those 

perceiving less ILB. 

Table 1. Comparison between four different models

Hypothesis 2 assumed that job autonomy buffered the negative relationship between 

ILB and psychological safety in such a way that the negative relationship would be weaker 

for employees reporting high job autonomy than for those reporting low job autonomy. We 

found support for this effect (B = .068, se = .003, p < .001). Within teams, the negative 

relationship between ILB and psychological safety was weaker for employees reporting high 

job autonomy (1 SD above the mean, 4.56) (B = -.163, se = .005, p < .001) than it was for 

employees reporting low job autonomy (1 SD below the mean, 2.69) (B = -.291, se = .005, p

< .001). Results from the between-level analyses (aggregated data) are similar (B = .075, se =

.015, p < .001). The relationship between ILB and psychological safety is weaker for teams 

with high job autonomy (B = -.333, se = .020, p < .001) compared to teams with low job 

autonomy (B = -.193, se = .017, p < .001). This suggests that high team-level job autonomy 

can buffer the negative effect of perceiving leader inconsistency on team psychological 

safety.

Hypothesis 3 proposed a positive relationship between psychological safety and 

employee mental health at the between team level. Our results supported this hypothesis (B =

5.035, se = .551, p < .001). The positive coefficient for psychological safety suggests that 

teams with higher psychological safety scores are more likely to belong to the ‘no absence’ 

group, indicating a positive effect of psychological safety on mental health.

Model Loglikelihood #parameters BIC

Poisson

Negative binomial

Zero-inflated Poisson

Zero-inflated negative binomial

-33371.586

-30398.493

-32193.431

-30378.235

13

14

16

17

66878.556

60942.795

64553.489

60933.522
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Table 2. Negative binomial versus zero-inflated negative binomial (unstandardized 
coefficients)

Negative binomial multilevel 
moderated mediation model

Zero-inflated negative binomial 
multilevel moderated mediation 

model
Variable Level B S.E. p-

value
Level B S.E. p-

value
Within
Psychological safety ON

ILB
Job autonomy
ILB * JA

Between
Psychological safety ON

ILB
JA
ILB * JA

Mental health-related ABS 
ON

Psychological safety
ILB

Mental health-related ABS 
ON

Psychological safety
ILB

Indirect 
Index of moderated         

mediation (within)
Index of moderated   

mediation (between)
Index of moderated

mediation (inflation)

Dispersion

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

2
2
2

-.474
.191
.068

-.534
.228
.075

-.346
.074

-.024

-.026

1.305

.013

.008

.003

.057

.033

.015

.088

.073

.006

.008

.047

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.311

.000

.002

.000

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

2
2
2

-.474
.191
.068

-.534
.228
.075

-.166
.085

5.035
.033

.343

1.183

.013

.008

.003

.057

.033

.015

.097

.080

.551

.743

.041

.046

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.089

.290

.000

.964

.000

.000

Loglikelihood
Number of parameters
AIC
BIC

-30398.493
14

60824.987
60942.795

-30378.235
17

60790.470
60933.522
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Table 3. Descriptives, correlations, and reliabilities

M SD 1. 2. 3.

1. Inconsistent leader behavior 2.04 .85 (.82)

2. Psychological safety 3.92 .94 -.50** (.69)

3. Job autonomy 3.63 .65 -.38** .62** (.75)

4. Mental health-related absenteeism 2.35 2.84 .04** -.05** -.06**

Note: **p < .01

Finally, Hypothesis 4 proposed a conditional negative indirect effect of ILB on mental 

health through psychological safety, which was stronger for teams with low job autonomy 

compared to those with high job autonomy, in line with the buffer hypothesis. In order to test 

this hypothesis, we computed a moderated mediation index using the inflation equation (i.e., 

whether the percentage of absenteeism was zero or higher) of our zero-inflated negative 

binomial regression. The index was significant (B = .343, se = .041, p < .000), indicating that 

ILB is negatively related to the percentage of mental health-related absenteeism being zero

through psychological safety. This relationship is stronger for teams with low job autonomy 

compared to those with high job autonomy. Thus, ILB perceptions in teams increase the 

likelihood of mental health related absenteeism through decreased psychological safety. Job

autonomy acts as a buffer, with teams experiencing high job autonomy being less affected by 

ILB.

4.4 Discussion

Our study explored the role of ILB as a job demand that decreases psychological 

safety and mental health while testing whether job autonomy, as a job resource, could buffer 

this negative effect. Using multilevel moderated mediation analysis, we found a negative 

relationship between perceptions of ILB and psychological safety both within and between 

teams. Within a team, individuals perceiving their leader to be inconsistent reported lower 

psychological safety than those who did not perceive their leader as inconsistent. At the 

between-level, we found a similar relationship: teams perceiving more ILB experienced 

lower psychological safety than teams with more consistent leaders (Hypothesis 1). Second, 

job autonomy buffers the negative effect of ILB on psychological safety. Both individuals 

within teams (within-level) and teams as a whole (between-level) experiencing high job 

autonomy suffer less from the effects of ILB on psychological safety than those that have 

little control over how to perform their job (Hypothesis 2). Third, we found that chances of 
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being absent due to mental health issues were smaller in teams experiencing more 

psychological safety (Hypothesis 3). Finally, we conclude that, as expected, ILB is negatively 

related to mental health through a negative relationship with psychological safety, which is 

stronger for teams experiencing little control over how tasks should be performed 

(Hypothesis 4). Our results thus illustrate the damaging effect of inconsistent leader behavior 

and the potential of job autonomy to buffer this effect.

The results of this study are in line with previous studies finding that leader behaviors 

have a crucial influence on employees’ perceptions of psychological safety (e.g., Kahn, 1990; 

Edmondson, 1999). However, where previous studies looking into this relationship have 

mainly focused on positive behavior (e.g., ethical leadership, transformational leadership, 

high quality leader-follower relationships; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009; Detert & 

Burris, 2007; Coombe, 2010), we add to the literature by focusing on negative leader 

behavior. Furthermore, in line with previous work on the effects of leader behavior (e.g., 

Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Schaubroeck et al., 2011), we found that leader behavior

significantly influences employees by shaping employees’ perceptions of the workplace 

context, such as psychological safety. 

Strengths of this study are the large sample size and the objective outcome data. 

Furthermore, by using a prospective design and focusing exclusively on absenteeism data 

from the period after the survey data was collected, we allow for more robust interpretations

making a reversed direction of causality in our model less likely. Yet, we recommend a 

replication of our findings in an experimental design for future research to explicitly address 

the direction of causality. 

We acknowledge as a limitation that our sample consisted exclusively of employees 

of one bank in Brazil, even though the bank is very large and branches are dispersed over the 

whole of Brazil. As such, we urge future studies to test whether the results replicate in other 

countries and/or occupations. Second, while we argue, based on findings of previous studies 

on the influence of leader(ship) behavior on psychological safety (e.g., Schaubroeck et al., 

2011), that inconsistent leader behavior affects psychological safety, there might be 

reciprocal associations between the constructs. For example, it might be the case that 

experiencing a psychologically unsafe climate leads employees to perceive their leader as 

inconsistent. Future research could employ an experimental set-up to study the causality of 

this effect.
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To conclude, our study makes significant theoretical and practical contributions. It is 

to our knowledge, the first study to investigate the relationship between inconsistent leader 

behavior and mental health. By studying the effect of inconsistent leader behavior on 

psychological safety and mental health, we answer the calls for research on the health effects 

of leader behavior and psychological safety (Inceoglu et al., 2018) and the effects of 

variations in leader behavior (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Breevaart et al., 2018). 

Practically, our findings provide a foundation for recommendations to help address

inconsistent leadership. Allowing employees more freedom to decide how to perform their 

jobs helps to buffer part of the negative effects of this leader behavior. While reporting on an 

inconsistent leader can be difficult, assessing psychological safety may serve as an indicator 

of problematic leader behavior for organizations, enabling the prevention of more severe 

consequences, including mental health implications. Leaders should be aware (e.g., through 

workshops and trainings) that varying their behavior can be seen as inconsistent rather than 

adaptive by employees, if they do not understand the underlying reasons and feel that their 

leader’s behavior is unpredictable.

4.5 Conclusion

In sum, our study adds evidence about the relationship between inconsistent leader 

behavior and mental health through a negative effect on the psychological safety climate. 

Granting employees autonomy in how they perform their jobs can offer some protection 

against the adverse effects of inconsistent leadership.
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Anger at Observing Inconsistency:  

The Effects of Favorability and Identification 4 

4 A longer version of this chapter including additional studies is to be submitted for publication as:
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Abstract

Even though in general people respond with anger to unfair decisions, research also suggests 

that the degree of anger can vary depending on situational and personal factors. In this study 

we look at the role of outcome favorability and identification of observers with victims of 

inconsistency. We propose that the effect of inconsistency on anger is stronger for 

unfavorable as compared to favorable outcomes and that this holds especially for highly as 

compared to lowly identified observers. In an experimental study on inconsistent sport

referee decisions, we find that team supporters (high identifiers) for whose team the 

inconsistency is unfavorable experience more anger than any other group observing 

inconsistency. In turn, they are more likely to (intend to) harm the referee. Observing 

inconsistency (as compared to consistency) also leads to anger for neutral spectators (low 

identifiers), though not as strongly as for supporters observing unfavorable inconsistency and 

only when compared to favorable consistency. Limitations, directions for future research, and 

practical implications are discussed.

Keywords: referees, sports, inconsistency, outcome favorability, identification, anger, 

aggression
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5.1 Introduction

"The doubtful decisions were always against us. We have to say it in

capital letters, in three matches we had horrible refereeing. The man

with the whistle knocked us. I want the referee committee to take a look

and that the referee goes home just like us." – Miguel Herrera, coach of

the Mexican soccer team after losing in the round of 16 of the 2014

World Cup

It was in the extra time of a gripping clash between Mexico and The Netherlands 

during the 2014 World Soccer Cup the referee decided to grant The Netherlands a penalty 

kick, a controversial decision. The aftermath? Victory for The Netherlands, while Mexico's

journey in the tournament came to a close. For Mexican soccer fans, reminiscing about this 

match, and more specifically the referee’s decision, might still cause a sense of indignation. 

On the flip side, Dutch supporters might turn a blind eye. For the neutral spectators, the 

dramatic unfolding of this match was likely an entertaining event. Or perhaps not? This raises 

an intriguing question: What happens if you observe unfair decision making that has no 

actual consequences for you? Do you react like the disadvantaged or like the advantaged 

party, or in a different way? The present research addresses this question in an experimental 

study on inconsistent referee decisions. Specifically, we examined whether outcome 

favorability plays a stronger role in the relationship between inconsistency and anger for 

supporters than for neutral spectators.  

5.2 Inconsistent decision making in soccer

Referees applying standards inconsistently are among the most frequent causes of 

complaints from soccer players, managers, supporters, and media (Dawson et al., 2007). Most 

notably, people prefer rules that are applied consistently, without bias, on the basis of 

accurate information (Leventhal, 1980). Consistency has been coined the most important rule 

of procedural fairness (e.g., Barrett-Howard & Tyler, 1986) and is considered to be an 

important factor affecting emotional and behavioral responses. Indeed, numerous studies 

have shown that inconsistent procedures lead to perceptions of procedural unfairness and 

cause negative emotions and behaviors, such as anger and retaliation (e.g., De Cremer, 2003;

Gibson & Callister, 2010). Therefore, we expect a positive relationship between inconsistent 

decisions and anger in observers. 
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Hypothesis 1. Inconsistent referee decisions are positively related to anger.

5.3 Outcomes of anger

Emotions like anger are unique affective states (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) driving 

behavioral reactions (Ashton-James & Ashkanasy, 2005). Anger is often found to be an 

emotional reaction to unfairness (e.g., Barclay et al. 2005) and is found to be positively 

related to interpersonal revenge (Bies & Tripp, 1998), feelings of hostility (Begley, 1994), 

and to aggressive behavior and violence (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Fox & Spector, 1999).

According to deontic justice theory, when people see someone being treated unfairly, they 

feel compelled to take action to restore justice (Folger, 2001). Witnesses do not want 

violators to get away with unjust behaviors and therefore try to restore justice by punishing 

the perpetrator (Kim & Baker, 2020; Turillo et al., 2002). In the present study, we focus on 

intentions to harm and actual aggressive behavior as behavioral outcomes of anger and we 

predict that anger leads to intentions to harm and aggressive behavior towards the referee. 

Hypothesis 2. Anger is positively related to intention to harm (a) and

aggressive behavior (b)

5.4 Boundary conditions

Inconsistency might not always lead to anger. Besides inconsistency, there are two 

other factors that are relevant to consider when it comes to unfairness and anger, namely 

outcome favorability and identification with the victim. Thus far, studies focusing on anger 

reactions in observers (as compared to victims) of unfair treatment have typically looked at 

only two of these three factors, showing mixed findings regarding the relationship between 

fairness and anger. First, studies looking at the interplay between unfairness and outcome 

favorability found that a negative consequence for the victims observed is not necessary for 

anger to be elicited (e.g., Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). Secondly, 

studying the interaction between unfairness and identification with the victim, Batson et al. 

(2007, 2009) found that observing unfair treatment of someone you identify with elicits more 

anger than observing someone you do not identify with being treated unfairly. Furthermore, 

the authors saw that (in contrast to the findings of Hechler & Kessler, 2018, and Landmann & 

Hess, 2017) unfair treatment of another by itself evoked little anger. 

As such, it remains unclear whether unfairness causes observers to feel angry. In this 

paper, we draw on insights from procedural fairness theory and social psychological research 

(e.g., Brockner et al., 2001; Folger & Kass, 2000; Wenzel, 2000) and posit that inconsistency 
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in standards applied by referees in combination with favorability of the decision outcome and 

identification with the victim together affect the level of anger elicited. Taking all three 

factors (inconsistency, favorability, and identification) into account allows us to study the 

interplay between favorability and identification and answer the question as to how these two 

factors affect the relationship between inconsistency and anger. In what follows we will

discuss the role of outcome favorability and identification.

5.5 The role of outcome favorability 

Though fairness and favorability are related (Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996) and in 

general positive outcomes are seen as more fair than negative outcomes (equity theory, 

Adams, 1965), previous research emphasized the importance of distinguishing the

favorability of an outcome (i.e., how beneficial/harmful is an outcome) from its fairness (e.g., 

Skitka et al., 2003). An outcome can be favorable (i.e., not receiving any punishment after 

committing a foul during a soccer match), yet unfair (i.e., another player did receive 

punishment after committing a similar foul during the same match), and therefore the two 

concepts are not identical. In frustration-aggression theory (see Berkowitz, 1989), frustrations 

are defined as an ‘unexpected blockage of an anticipated goal attainment’(p. 59). We argue 

that unfavorable outcomes can be seen as a frustration, as they block (or at least hinder) 

certain goal attainment. More specifically, we expect that a punishment by the referee (as 

compared to no punishment) can be seen as a frustration and therefore we expect people to 

experience more anger as a reaction to an unfavorable outcome as compared to a favorable 

outcome. 

Hypothesis 3. Outcome favorability is negatively related to anger.

Furthermore, we argue that people are likely to be affected less by unfairness if the 

outcome is favorable. In line with this reasoning, research has shown that the threshold for 

feeling unfairly treated is higher for favorable outcomes than for unfavorable outcomes 

(Adams, 1965). 

Hypothesis 4. Inconsistency and outcome favorability interact, such that the

positive relationship between inconsistency and anger is

stronger (weaker) for unfavorable (favorable) outcomes.

Importantly, thus far the discussion is about outcomes that are (not) favorable for 

someone personally, not about the observed (un)favorability. In what follows, we introduce 

identification with the victims of inconsistency as a factor impacting this personal relevance 
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and argue, based on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004), that identification 

moderates the impact of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger. 

5.6 The role of identification with the victim

According to social identity theory, people care about what happens to others from 

their group, especially if they identify with this group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Previous 

research used the term identity-relevant personal anger to describe anger experienced as a 

reaction to “harm done to one of us or someone from a common group” (Batson et al., 2009, 

p. 156, Yzerbyt et al., 2003). Following this, one might argue that identification with 

someone that is harmed increases the strength of the positive relationship between observing 

the harm and experienced anger. Here, we expect that identification with the victim of 

inconsistency affects the impact of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger such that 

highly identified people react more strongly than people that do not identify with the victim. 

Hypothesis 5. Identification with the victim moderates the interactive effect of

inconsistency and outcome favorability in such a way that the

interaction is stronger for high identification with the victim as

compared to low identification.

Finally, we predict that the strength of the indirect effect of inconsistency on intention 

to harm and aggressive behavior through anger depends on outcome favorability and 

identification. The full theoretical model is depicted in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 6. The indirect effects of inconsistency on intention to harm (a)

and aggressive behavior (b) depend on outcome favorability

and identification with the victim

5.7 Method

5.7.1 Participants 

The original sample consisted of 320 British soccer fans (40 per condition). In total, 

91participants were excluded from the main analyses because they failed the manipulation 

checks, attention checks, and/or were considered an outlier5 based on an exploration of the 

5 We calculated the probability of the Mahalanobis distance-scores and excluded the ones with a score under .001
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data6. The final sample consisted of 229 participants (190 male; Mage = 44.55 years, SD =

13.98).

5.7.2 Procedure

A specific group (British soccer fans) of potential participants was approached via an 

online platform. After providing informed consent, participants answered questions about 

positive and negative affect and justice sensitivity. Participants then indicated which soccer 

team they were fans of. In the supporter conditions, participants also indicated who they 

considered to be their team’s primary ‘rival’. The participants in the supporter-conditions 

(neutral conditions) read an introduction about how they recently watched a match between 

the team they support (team X) and their primary ‘rival’ (team Y). They read that during the 

match, two very similar situations occurred in which one of the teams committed a foul. After 

that, they saw stills of the situations and read that the referee made either the same decisions 

(consistent) or different decisions (inconsistent) for each situation. The similarity of the 

6 Our results and conclusions remained consistent regardless of whether we included or excluded participants based on 
manipulation checks, attention checks, or outliers. Coefficients for the relationship between anger and intention to harm 
differed by .001, for the relationship between anger and aggression they differed by .95. Mean-differences between 
conditions in either of the samples were no bigger than .4. p-values differed maximum .018.

Figure 1. Full theoretical model
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situations was emphasized throughout the manipulation. Decisions could be favorable (no 

punishment) or unfavorable (yellow card). 

After the introduction, participants were shown still images of the two situations and 

provided with one of the following descriptions below. The text for the neutral spectator 

conditions is in  brackets. Note that in the supporter-conditions the survey was programmed 

to replace [your team] with the name of the team they indicated to be a fan of and [the 

opponent] was replaced with the name of their designated ‘rival’. 

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee acted accordingly

and made the following decisions, that were favorable for both the opponent

(team Y) and your team (team X). No team received a yellow card, that is, the 

opponent (Team Y) was not punished, your team (Team X) was not punished.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee acted accordingly

and made the following decisions, that were unfavorable for both the opponent

(team Y) and your team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) received a yellow card,

your team (Team X) received a yellow card.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee, however, made different

decisions, that were favorable for the opponent (team Y) but unfavorable for your

team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) was not punished, your team (Team X)

received a yellow card.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee, however, made different

decisions, that were unfavorable for the opponent (team Y) but favorable for your

team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) received a yellow card, your team (Team X)

was not punished.”

After seeing the stills of the situations and reading about the decisions, participants 

answered questions about the perceived fairness of the decisions, their level of anger, their 

intentions to (verbally) harm the referee, and then were provided with the opportunity to 

‘stab’ the referee in a voodoo doll task. Finally, participants provided demographic data and 

were paid for participation. 

5.7.3 Measures
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Unless stated otherwise, variables were measured using a 7-point Likert-scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Anger. After reading about the situations and decisions, participants indicated their 

emotional reactions towards the situations and referee on three adjectives describing anger (“I 

felt angry”, “I felt annoyed”, “I felt frustrated”) and three filler adjectives (“I felt hollow”, “I 

felt scared”, “I felt uneasy”). This way of measuring anger was based on research by Batson 

et al. (2007; 2009). All adjectives came from the 15-item emotional subscale of the cognitive 

dissonance scale (Sweeney et al., 2000). Cronbach’s alpha for the anger-scale was .96. 

Intention to harm. Participants indicated their intention to harm the referee on a 7-

point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely). We used three 

items to measure intention to harm that we based on the verbal aggression items from the 

Hostile and Instrumental Aggression of Spectators Questionnaire (HIASQ; Wann et al., 

1999). We decided to only use mild items referring to verbal aggression. The items were “I

would – swear at the referee”, “I would – insult the referee”, and “I would – complain to 

other fans about the referee”. The measure was reliable, = .91. 

Aggressive behavior. To measure actual aggressive behavior, the Voodoo Doll Task,

and specifically the number of pins used to stab the doll, was used (DeWall et al., 2013). 

Participants were informed that, if they experienced negative emotions during the 

experiment, they could vent their frustration by using pins to ‘stab’ a referee doll. The 

instructions explicitly informed participants that the doll represented the referee they had read 

about earlier. Instructions were in line with recommendations for use of the Voodoo Doll 

Task (DeWall et al., 2013). The average number of times the doll was stabbed was 5.52 (SD

= 20.75). Overall, 57.2% of the participants did not stab any pins into the voodoo doll, 31.4% 

inserted 1-10 pins, and 11.4% stabbed the voodoo doll with more than 10 pins. 

Control variables. To be able to control for the influence of mood at the moment of 

participation in our experiment, we measured positive ( = .91) and negative ( = .94) affect 

before the start of the experiment using the PANAS-20 (Watson et al., 1988). Both were 

measured with 10 items and scores were formed by summing the responses to all items. 

Furthermore, as participants’ concern for justice is an important predictor of emotional and 

behavioral outcomes of justice/fairness (Schmitt et al., 2010), we included justice sensitivity. 

Similar to previous studies (e.g.,  Kampkötter et al., 2016), we selected a subsample of the 8-

item scale by Schmitt et al. (2010) ( = .70) using one item from each of the three 
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perspectives (victim, observer, and beneficiary sensitivity). We did not include the 

perpetrator-perspective as this was not relevant in our study. The items were “It makes me 

angry when others are undeservingly better off than me”, “I am upset when someone is 

undeservingly worse off than others”, and “I feel guilty when I am better off than others for 

no reason”. All three control variables were included in the analyses.

Manipulation checks. To check the adequacy of our (in)consistency manipulation, we 

asked participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the statements “The 

referee is consistent” and “The decisions were consistent”. We also included a three-item 

measure of global fairness perceptions to verify that our manipulation led to feelings of 

(un)fairness. We adapted the measure used by Zapata-Phelan et al. (2009) to suit the context 

of our study. The items included “Overall, I felt that the referee's decisions were fair”, “In 

general, the referee was fair”, and “If asked, I would tell other fans that this referee was fair”. 

The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .97. Since our focus is on the negative aspect, we 

reversed the scores such that a high score would indicate unfairness.

5.8 Results

5.8.1 Data Analytic Strategy

SPSS version 28 with PROCESS v4.2 model 4 and univariate ANOVA were used to 

analyze our data and test our hypotheses. As our data violated the assumption of 

homoscedasticity of errors, in our PROCESS-analyses we used a heteroscedasticity-

consistent standard error (HCSE), as recommended by Hayes and Cai (2007). Specifically, 

we decided for HC3 (Davidson & MacKinnon, 1993)7.

5.8.2 Manipulation checks

The referee’s decisions were perceived as more inconsistent in the inconsistent 

conditions (M = 5.29, SD = 1.71), compared to the consistent conditions (M = 1.42, SD =

.86), F (1, 223) = 459.37, p < .001. Furthermore, participants in the inconsistent conditions 

rated the referee as more unfair (M = 4.55, SD = .13) than participants in the consistent 

conditions (M = 2.23, SD = .13), F (1, 223) = 161.40, p < .001. 

7 Coefficients and conclusions remained consistent when using different heteroscedasticity-consistent inference 
methods (HC0, HC1, HC2, HC4) or when assuming homoscedasticity. 
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5.8.3 Descriptives and correlations

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables 

in our study. It is important to note that the dichotomous operationalizations of anger and pins 

show similar relationships to the other constructs as the continuous operationalizations. 

Figure 2 shows the mean scores on anger for each of the eight conditions.
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Figure 2. Ratings of anger as a function of consistency of decisions, outcome favorability, 

and identification with the teams.

5.8.4 Test of predictions

Main effect of inconsistency. Regarding the main effect of inconsistency on anger

(Hypothesis 1), participants on average reported more anger in all four inconsistent decision 

conditions (M = 2.77, SD = .14) compared to the consistent decision conditions (M = 1.59, 

SD = .14) F (1, 224) = 35.133, p < .001. The effect holds when further specifying the groups. 

Amongst neutral spectators, inconsistency elicited more anger (M = 2.57, SD = .20) than 

consistency (M = 1.53, SD = .18), F (1, 96) = 14.61, p < .001. Supporters also reported 

significantly more anger as a response to inconsistent decisions (M = 2.92, SD = .19) than to 

consistent decisions (M = 1.63, SD = .21) F (1, 123) = 19.54, p < .001. Together, these 

results support Hypothesis 1.

Main effect of anger on intention to harm and aggressive behavior. In support of 

Hypotheses 2a and b, we found that anger positively affected both intention to harm (B = .52, 

se = .07, t = 7.51, p < .001) and aggressive behavior (B = 3.98, se = .81, t = 4.89, p < .001). 

These effects remained when anger was used as a dichotomous variable (where participants 

scoring 5 or higher were coded as experiencing anger versus 4 or lower were coded as not 

experiencing anger). Participants experiencing more anger were more likely to verbally harm 

the referee and used more pins to stab the referee doll. 
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Main effect of outcome favorability. To test Hypothesis 3, outcome favorability is 

negatively related to anger, we selected only the participants in the consistent conditions. By 

selecting only these participants, favorability here is about absolute favorability (both teams 

no punishment versus a both teams a yellow card) rather than relative outcome favorability 

(no punishment your/one team and a yellow card for the other team). Participants on average 

reported more anger in the conditions in which both teams received a yellow card (M = 1.81, 

SD = .15) than in the conditions in which both teams were not punished (M = 1.34, SD = .14), 

F (1, 108) = 5.58, p = .020. Our results support Hypothesis 3.

Interaction between inconsistency and outcome favorability. We found an interaction 

effect of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger (Hypothesis 4) F (1, 218) = 6.24, p

= .013. On average, participants reported more anger if inconsistency was unfavorable (M =

3.39, SD = .18) as compared to favorable (M = 2.00, SD = .19). However, when further 

specifying the group, we found that the difference was only significant for supporters (mean 

difference = 2.15, p < .001), not for neutral spectators (mean difference = .64, p = .120), 

suggesting a three-way interaction effect.  

Interaction between inconsistency, outcome favorability, and identification. As

expected (Hypothesis 5), favorability had more impact on supporters than on neutral 

spectators. Supporters in the inconsistent * unfavorable decision condition reported the 

highest overall anger,  significantly more (M = 3.94, SD = .23) than supporters in the 

inconsistent * favorable decision condition (M = 1.79, SD = .24, mean difference = 2.15, p <

.001), supporters in the consistent * favorable decision condition (M = 1.48, SD = .25, mean 

difference = 2.45, p < .001), and supporters in the consistent * unfavorable decision condition 

(M = 1.81, SD = .27, mean difference = 2.13, p < .001). Furthermore, supporters in the 

inconsistent * unfavorable decision condition reported more anger than both neutral 

spectators in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (M = 2.84, SD = .27, mean 

difference = 1.09, p = .002) and the neutral spectators in the inconsistent * favorable for X

condition (M = 2.20, SD = .31, mean difference = 1.73, p < .001). Contrary to our 

expectations, only neutral spectators in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition 

reported significantly more anger than supporters in the inconsistent * favorable condition 

(mean difference = 1.06, p = .004) while there was no significant difference between the 

supporters in the inconsistent * favorable condition and neutral spectators in the inconsistent 

* favorable for X condition (mean difference = .42, p = .285). The difference in anger 

reported by neutral spectators between the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (M =

104

Chapter 5

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   104 07-03-2024   13:11



2.84, SD = .27) and inconsistent * favorable for X condition (M = 2.20, SD = .31) was not

significant (mean difference = .64, p = .120). 

Indirect effects on intention to harm and aggressive behavior. Our theoretical model 

predicted that inconsistent decisions would cause anger and in turn intentions to harm the 

referee and actual aggressive behavior (Hypotheses 6a and 6b). Since our predictor had more 

than two levels, we ran a multi-categorical mediation analysis as recommended by Hayes and 

Preacher (2014). We tested the model two times: once with the supporter * inconsistent * 

unfavorable condition as the reference category and once with the supporter * inconsistent * 

favorable condition as the reference category. Parameters in the model are quantifications 

relative to these reference groups.

We found that, compared to supporters in the inconsistent * unfavorable condition, 

inconsistency negatively predicted both intention to harm as well as aggressive behavior 

through anger for each of the other three inconsistent decision conditions. This implies that 

participants that highly identified with a team that experienced inconsistent and unfavorable 

decisions were significantly more angry and in turn more likely to (intend to) harm the 

referee. When comparing the neutral spectators to supporters in the inconsistent * favorable 

condition, we found that participants in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (but 

not the inconsistent * favorable for X condition) were more likely to experience anger and 

(intend to) do harm. Figures 3 and 4 picture the relative indirect effects.

Figure 3. Three conditions compared to the inconsistent * supporter * unfavorable condition
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Figure 4. Two conditions compared to the inconsistent * supporter * favorable condition

5.9 Discussion

The link between unfairness and anger has long been established (e.g., Batson et al., 

2007). Also, scholars agree that the degree of anger experienced differs depending on 

contextual and personal factors (e.g., Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). In 

this study, we looked at the role of inconsistency, favorability, and identification in predicting 

anger. In an online experiment amongst soccer fans we found a main effect of inconsistency 

on anger. In turn, anger was positively related to intention to harm and aggressive behavior.

When looking into the role of identification with the victim, we found that identification 

affected the relationships in such a way that high identifiers (as compared to low identifiers) 

were significantly more angry when decisions were inconsistent and unfavorable, and less 

angry when decisions were inconsistent and favorable. We conclude from this that 

inconsistency has a strong impact on anger and behavioral outcomes when the outcome is 

unfavorable and someone strongly identifies with the victim. With this, we also show the 

conditions under which inconsistency does not cause anger, namely by showing that highly 

identified supporters actually were not affected by inconsistency when it was favorable for 

their team. Though it might not come as a surprise that people do not get angry when an 

outcome is favorable for them, we believe our study is the first to test under which conditions 

favorability overrules the effect of unfairness.

Including all three factors in our study allowed us to further study previous mixed 

findings regarding the effect of unfairness on anger (Batson et al., 2007; 2009; Hechler & 
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Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). We found that inconsistency in itself provokes 

anger, as both high as well as low identifiers report more anger as a reaction to inconsistent 

decisions as compared to consistent decisions. Where the effect for supporters seems to 

mainly be accounted for by the strong negative reaction to unfavorable inconsistency, we 

believe the finding of a main effect in low identifiers speaks for the relevance of 

inconsistency as it affects even those who do not strongly identify with the victim of 

inconsistency. This finding challenges the finding of Batson et al. (2007) that unfair treatment 

of another evokes little anger in the absence of empathic concern. The positive effect of 

inconsistency on anger amongst neutral spectators suggests that neutral spectators paid more 

attention to the unfavorability (and as such, its harmfulness) than the favorability of the

outcome. 

Our findings also relate to research on sports psychology and research on acceptance 

of referee decisions in particular. For example, in their study on the effect of social identity 

on satisfaction with video assistant refereeing (VAR), Winand et al. (2021) find that though 

on average most soccer fans favor VAR, fans with higher identification with their favorite 

team were less satisfied. The authors argue that this might be because the addition of VAR 

hinders the joy that comes from debating match events. Based on the present study, we argue 

that though VAR might correct for the unfair and unfavorable decisions, it might also take 

away the advantage of the unfair and favorable decisions. The chance of getting away with

something decreases which might further affect supporter satisfaction. 

Based on comments of our participants, it might be of interest to add informational 

justice to our model. Informational justice focuses on whether employees perceive that they 

are provided with accurate, clear, and timely information regarding decisions (Colquitt, 

2001). The VAR agreeing with referee decisions would indicate that rules were applied 

correctly, where we defined inconsistency in this paper as inconsistently applying rules. As 

such, explanation of seemingly inconsistent decisions likely decreases anger. But would it 

also affect the role of favorability and identification and how?

Looking at work- and organizational psychology, our findings point out the relevance 

of research on destructive leadership styles such as narcissistic leadership and abusive 

supervision. More specifically, it provides a possible explanation of why destructive leaders 

are still present in organizations. Inconsistent behavior in leaders is found to be related to 

narcissism (Van Gerven et al., 2022) and is categorized as a negative and destructive form of 

5

107

Anger at Observing Inconsistency

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   107 07-03-2024   13:11



leadership (Schilling et al., 2023). The finding that people who (strongly identify with those 

who) benefit from inconsistency do not get angry (as compared to those that suffer from 

inconsistency), implies that those people in organizations that are treated nicely by an

inconsistent leader do not react negatively towards their leader treating others badly and 

might, as such, keep them in place.

Unexpectedly, we found differences between the two inconsistent * neutral 

conditions. Because of its 2 x 2 x 2 design, our study included two basically similar 

conditions: the inconsistent * unfavorable for X * neutral versus inconsistent * favorable for 

X * neutral condition. These conditions both involved neutral spectators reading about team 

X and team Y, without a primed preference for either of the teams. They should, thus, content 

wise not be different for neutral spectators. However, when comparing all eight conditions, 

we see that neutral participants in the inconsistent * unfavorable condition are more angry 

and stab the referee more often than participants in the inconsistent * favorable condition. 

Though these differences are not significant and in the overall analyses we did not find a 

difference between these two conditions in how inconsistency related to intention to harm 

and aggressive behavior through anger, it is important to acknowledge these differences and 

find out what caused them. It might be that participants somehow feel more strongly for one 

of the teams caused by the way (e.g., the order) in which the material was presented to the 

participants. Future research should make sure these conditions are really the same. A way to 

do this is to randomize the order in which the teams (team X vs. team Y) are discussed. 

5.9.1 Strengths, limitations, and future research

To our knowledge, our study is the first to manipulate the actual unfair act 

(inconsistent decisions in similar situations), its favorability (a yellow card or no 

punishment), and the identification with the victim of the unfairness (supporter versus neutral 

spectator), allowing us to clearly distinguish these three factors and investigate their 

interplay. Furthermore, we use the Voodoo Doll Task (DeWall et al., 2013) to go beyond 

studying hypothetical behavior and actually study aggressive behavior. 

Despite its strengths, our study also has its limitations. The first limitation pertains to 

the manipulation of identification. As all participants were selected based on being soccer 

fans, they might be able to relate to the victims, and we might thus not have captured the 

effect of true low (or non) identification with the victims. Previous studies have found that 

identification with victims can happen based on various situational characteristics. For 

108

Chapter 5

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   108 07-03-2024   13:11



example, having a daughter makes judges more likely to rule for women’s issues (Glynn & 

Sen, 2015). As such, it is very likely that our lowly-identifying participants are still relatively 

strongly identified as compared to non-fans of soccer. To further dive into the effects of 

identification, future research could include an extra group of people to fully specify its 

range, those that are not fans of soccer. For instance, does favorability still affect anger when 

people do not identify with the victims at all? 

Second, though we only included soccer fans to assure that the scenario was 

meaningful to our participants and manipulated identification such that participants in the 

supporter conditions read about the team they actually supported versus their strongest 

opponent, this study is a scenario study in which one can only test hypothetical reactions to 

hypothetical situations. It would therefore be desirable to replicate this study in a field setting 

with a real soccer match and real supporter (versus neutral) reactions.

5.9.2 Practical implications

Our findings indicate that, though supporters react more strongly because they likely 

attach more value to the favorability of the outcome, inconsistency in decision making also 

affects neutral spectators. As such, inconsistent decision making should be avoided. One way 

to do this might be by introducing the VAR, and with that providing spectators with a reason 

for decisions and behaviors. Providing information on the decision, or even ‘proof’ that the 

decision is correct, should take away the edge of (seemingly) inconsistent decisions. Though 

it might not completely neutralize the reactions of supporters, it might prevent aggressive 

behavior from neutral spectators. 

5.10 Conclusion

The current study contributes to the debate about who experiences anger after 

observing unfairness through inconsistent behavior by testing the effects of outcome 

favorability and identification in an experimental study on the effect of inconsistent referee 

decisions in soccer. The finding that, on average, neutral spectators experience more anger 

when observing inconsistent decisions than when observing consistent decisions indicates 

that people are generally aversive to unfair decisions. The finding that supporters are both the 

most (when the outcome was unfavorable) as well as the least angry (when the outcome was 

favorable) as a response to inconsistent decisions shows the relevance of identification with 

the victims of inconsistency. 
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In the introduction of this dissertation I explained how today’s leaders often find 

themselves struggling as, in order to be effective, they need to vary their behavior and adapt 

to changing circumstances and challenges, but also stay consistent, two competing behaviors. 

I proposed that a potential solution can be found in the concept of appropriate variability, 

which has been studied within the context of flexible and adaptive leadership. In these cases, 

there is a clear reason to adapt or vary the behavior. However, leader inconsistency as the 

dark side of behavioral variability, characterized by erratic changes without apparent reason,

had not received much attention (for scarce exceptions see De Cremer, 2003; Johnson et al., 

2012; Michel & LeBreton, 2011; Mullen et al., 2011; Schilling et al., 2023).

The question I asked myself in this dissertation is what happens when behavioral 

variability goes bad and leaders fail to adapt, be it on purpose or not. In this dissertation, we 

defined the construct of inconsistent leader behavior, showed its relevance, and explained 

how it is similar to and different from other (dark) types of leader behavior. We introduced 

and validated a scale to measure perceptions of leader inconsistency and attempted to identify

what type of leaders are more likely to be perceived as inconsistent. We also investigated 

some of the consequences of these perceptions for followers when they perceive a leader as 

inconsistent. In addition, we investigated the effect of inconsistent leader behavior on team 

outcomes and tested what happens if people observe (rather than personally experience)

inconsistency in the treatment of others, contingent on whether or not they identify with

them. In what follows, I will discuss the core findings of our research and explicate both its 

theoretical as well as its practical relevance. 

6.1 Theoretical contributions

6.1.1 Review of the fragmented literature related to inconsistent leader behavior and the 

formulation of a definition

To evaluate the state of the literature on inconsistent leader behavior and analyze the 

need for a new construct, in Chapter 2 we provided a short review of the literature on leader 

behavioral variability. We categorized existing constructs alongside inconsistent leader 

behavior based on the dimensions measurement (behavioral versus evaluative), definition 

(objective versus subjective), valence (negative versus positive), and specificity (general 

versus specific). Inconsistent leadership shares overlap with other constructs on some 

dimensions. For example, like flexible, adaptive, and versatile leadership, the measurement is 

evaluative (as compared to the more behavioral measure of paradoxical leader behavior).
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Furthermore, just like contingency models and paradoxical leader behavior, it is quite a 

general construct (as compared to behavioral integrity and emotional inconsistency that are 

considered rather specific). We concluded that inconsistent leader behavior represents a 

unique and relevant general construct that is subjectively defined and negative in valence. We 

proposed that an evaluative measurement best fits this type of construct.

6.1.2 Measuring Perceptions of Inconsistent Leader Behavior

In Chapter 2, we developed a general, evaluative measure of inconsistent leader 

behavior, the ILB-4. We hereby answered the call for an overarching and general way to 

measure inconsistent leader behavior (Schilling et al., 2023). It is a short measure, that is easy 

to use in survey research, while it still captures the breadth of the construct. In four different 

samples (including multi-source and multi-wave samples), we found that the ILB-4 was 

reliable and unidimensional. We recommend the use of this short scale for researchers 

interested in followers’ perceptions of their leaders’ general behavioral inconsistency. 

Additionally, we developed two scales to measure more specific inconsistency on two 

important facets of leader behavior (i.e., initiating structure and consideration). These two 

scales also proved reliable, and we would recommend researchers to use these, if they want to 

study (the antecedents and outcomes of) these more specific types of inconsistent leader 

behavior.  

6.1.3 The nomological network of inconsistent leader behavior

Chapter 2 further described how in four different samples, including multi-source and 

multi-wave data, we were able to explore the nomological network of inconsistent leader 

behavior as it related in expected ways to different follower attitudes and behaviors. A first

and very important finding is that inconsistent behavior was experienced exclusively in a 

negative way, and that followers differentiate between inconsistent and more neutral and 

positively oriented behavioral variations. We showed that behavioral variability per se was

not necessarily perceived as negative and was not related to uncertainty and emotional 

exhaustion. As expected, we found that perceived inconsistent leader behavior was positively 

related to abusive supervision, bottom-line mentality, narcissism, and the more specific 

inconsistency scales we developed. Average scores on the ILB-4 were higher than scores on 

abusive supervision, indicating that inconsistent leader behavior might be more prevalent 

than this well-known dark type of leader behavior. Furthermore, inconsistent leader behavior 

correlated positively with counterproductive work behavior, uncertainty, emotional 
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exhaustion, stress, and follower neuroticism. Inconsistent leader behavior related negatively 

to behavioral integrity, visionary, ethical and flexible leadership, and paradoxical leader 

behavior on the leader side and to job satisfaction, leader-member exchange, organizational 

citizenship behavior, performance, role clarity, and internal locus of control on the follower 

side. The consistency of these patterns supports the validity of inconsistent leader behavior.

Personality and gender affect whether leaders are perceived as inconsistent and these 

perceptions are negatively related to performance. Leaders with narcissistic characteristics are 

more likely to be impulsive and feel entitled to change their minds and act any way they feel 

like at any specific moment (e.g., Rhodewalt et al., 1998; Vazire & Funder, 2006). Previous 

work had already shown that leader gender affects how narcissistic leaders are evaluated

(e.g., De Hoogh et al., 2015). We proposed that one explanation for these gender differences 

could be differences in perceived inconsistency. Thus, in Chapter 3 we proposed a moderated 

mediation model and tested the mediating role of perceptions of inconsistency in the 

relationship between leader narcissism and follower performance. In a multi-source field 

study using the ILB-4 to measure perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior we found

support for the expected gender differences. Specifically, we found that leader narcissism was 

indirectly negatively related to follower performance via perceived inconsistent leader 

behavior, but only for followers of female leaders who were in a low quality relationship with 

their leader.

This study contributes to the gender literature by developing insights regarding the 

gender differences in the evaluation of narcissistic leaders. We suggested that one 

explanation for these differences lies in the different ways that their personality (narcissism) 

is perceived to translate into perceptions and interpretations of the behavior of narcissists.

Female narcissistic leaders were more likely to be perceived as displaying inconsistent 

behavior compared to their male counterparts. We add to research on gender differences and 

judgment (e.g., Sherif & Hofland, 1961) by showing that in line with social role theory, the

more negative aspects of narcissism (such as impulsive and unpredictable behavior) seemed

to stand out more for women than for men. With this new gendered and negative pathway 

from leader narcissism to follower performance we help to explain gender differences in the 

relationship between narcissism and follower performance.

Besides the finding that narcissistic leaders are more likely to be perceived as 

displaying inconsistent behavior, especially when they are female, in Chapter 3 we showed 

that these perceptions were negatively related to follower performance, but only when the
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quality of the relationship between leader and follower was low. This finding suggests that a 

high-quality relationship between leader and follower might buffer for some of the negative 

effects of inconsistency. The relationships found in our study fit well with the nomological 

network that was developed in Chapter 2 as they add further empirical evidence for the 

construct of inconsistent leader behavior as defined and operationalized in Chapter 2. 

6.1.4 Perceptions of inconsistency decrease psychological safety and mental health

In Chapter 4 we proposed that inconsistent leader behavior can be viewed as a job 

demand that decreases psychological safety and mental health. We tested whether job 

autonomy as a job resource could function as a buffer for this negative effect. In a large-scale 

field study, using a Portuguese translation of the ILB-4, we found that perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior indeed decreased feelings of psychological safety, and that this 

effect took place within as well as between teams. Furthermore, followers experiencing lower 

job autonomy suffered more from the negative effect of inconsistent leader behavior on 

psychological safety than followers more in control of how they perform their job. With 

regards to mental health, as expected we found that those in teams experiencing more 

psychological safety had lower chances of being absent due to mental health issues. Overall, 

inconsistent leader behavior was negatively related to follower mental health through a 

decrease in psychological safety and this effect was strongest for followers with little job 

autonomy. 

We add to the previous literature on the links between leadership, climate 

(psychological safety) (e.g., Carmeli & Gittel, 2009; Schaubroeck et al., 2011), and (mental)

health (e.g., Fransen et al., 2020; Newman et al., 2017) by studying a new negative type of 

leader behavior (as compared to positive behaviors such as ethical leadership and high-

quality relationships) and showing how and when this type of negative leadership may erode 

mental health. Furthermore, we confirm previous findings regarding the indirect effect of 

leader behavior on employee outcomes through the context (climate) in which followers 

work, by showing the mediating role of psychological safety. Finally, adding to Chapter 2, 

we provide further evidence for the viability and relevance of inconsistent leader behavior by 

illustrating the damaging effect of inconsistent leader behavior on an objectively measured 

health-outcome in the workplace.
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6.1.5 Perceiving unfavorable inconsistency leads to anger when you identify with the 

victims

Chapter 2-4 primarily focused on perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior in 

followers, meaning that we looked at followers reporting on perceptions of inconsistency 

they experience themselves. In Chapter 5 we took a different perspective and explored what 

happens when someone observes inconsistency in interactions between people in authority 

and a group they do or do not identify with. In an online experiment amongst British soccer 

fans, we looked at the roles of inconsistency, outcome favorability, and identification in 

predicting anger after (in)consistent referee decisions. We found a main effect of inconsistent 

decisions on anger, regardless of whether or not observers identified with the soccer team that 

was the victim of the inconsistency. Furthermore, we found that the role of outcome 

favorability was stronger for high identifiers than for low identifiers. Identification affected 

the relationships in such a way that high identifiers (as compared to low identifiers) were 

significantly more angry when referee decisions were inconsistent and unfavorable, and less 

angry when decisions were inconsistent and favorable. Anger, in turn, was positively related 

to intention to harm and observers’ actual aggressive behavior. We contribute to the fairness 

literature by including and examining all three factors at the same time, allowing us to help 

explain previous mixed findings regarding whether unfairness always affects anger or not

(Batson et al., 2007; 2009; Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). 

In line with the previous chapters, we showed again that, in general, perceived 

inconsistency is negative. More specifically, referees who applied inconsistent procedures to 

different teams caused anger and aggression in observers, mostly in supporters who identified

more with their team. We found that outcome favorability acted as a boundary condition such 

that inconsistency did not lead to anger when its outcome was favorable for people that 

highly identified with the ‘victim’ of the inconsistency (i.e., supporters of the victim soccer 

team). Finally, we add to our own work on inconsistent leader behavior by showing that 

besides measuring it in the field, inconsistent leader behavior can also be manipulated in 

experiments, making it easier to start testing causal links.

6.2 Strengths, limitations, and future research directions

The studies presented in this dissertation have several strengths. As each study’s 

specific strengths are discussed in their respective discussion sections, I will here discuss the  

two most important strengths of the dissertation as a whole. First, we used multiple methods;
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more specifically, we employed both survey studies and an experimental study in order to 

answer our research questions. I believe these methods complement each other, such that they 

allowed us to study different facets (subjective perceptions versus an objective manipulation)

of the phenomenon of inconsistent leader behavior, providing us with a broader range of 

insights on the topic than a single method approach would. Second, we have conducted a 

relatively large number of studies and collected a large amount of data, amongst which 

objective data on follower mental health and multi-wave data. This gives us more confidence 

in the stability and generalizability of our findings. 

While the studies presented in this dissertation have their strengths, I also 

acknowledge certain limitations both within the individual studies and across the dissertation 

as a whole. Below, I will first elaborate on some limitations specific to the chapters, after 

which I will discuss the more general limitations of this dissertation. 

In Chapter 2, we developed and validated a scale to measure perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior. A limitation here is the fact that all our samples are from 

Western countries, which means the outcomes might be affected by the cultural context (i.e., 

the individualistic culture). In Chapter 4 we used a translation of the ILB-4 to apply the scale 

in Brazil and confirmed its reliability in a large and culturally different sample, which 

provides initial evidence of the usefulness and validity of the scales in different, non-Western 

cultures. Still, we would recommend future research to use our scale in different (cultural) 

contexts.

A limitation of Chapter 3, in which we studied how narcissism related to

inconsistency with a broad sample of leader-follower dyads in many organizations, is the lack 

of information on the workplace culture of the organizations our respondents worked in and, 

accordingly, what is accepted behavior there, specifically in leadership positions. In this 

study, we found that narcissistic leadership was perceived as inconsistent in female leaders 

and not in male leaders. It might be that the female leaders in our sample were mostly leaders 

in contexts in which more communal leader behavior was appreciated and hence agentic 

leadership stands out even more and is judged even more harshly. The moderation effect of 

gender we found might thus be specific for female leaders in leadership positions in which 

communal behavior is more suited and, as such, the effect might be less strong, if looking at 

female leaders in companies in which agentic behavior is preferred in leader positions.
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However, in such contexts, female leaders might be less common. Future research should 

look into this alternative explanation and control for workplace culture.

While the study in Chapter 4 included objectively recorded health data, the fact that 

the sample used in Chapter 4 consists of only Brazilian employees working for the same bank 

is a limitation of this study. Though it aids in proving the reliability of the ILB-4 in a 

different cultural context, the generalizability of the specific results of this study is limited 

due to the specificity of the context in which the study was performed. In Brazil, the negative 

effects of narcissistic and inconsistent leader behavior might be stronger since this country 

generally prefers team-oriented and participative leadership (e.g., Javidan et al., 2016). These 

styles do not go well with narcissistic and inconsistent leadership. Future research could find 

it interesting to explore our model in a more diverse sample. 

A limitation of the study described in Chapter 5 is that we used a different definition 

of inconsistent leader behavior as compared to the one used in the other chapters. Whereas 

throughout this dissertation we focused on the general construct of perceived inconsistent 

leader behavior, here we focused on the inconsistent application of procedures in a sports 

context as the ‘leader’ in this study was the referee of the soccer match. Though a referee 

could be considered as ‘leading’ a match, it is a different type of leader than the one focused 

on in our other chapters, where leaders and followers in organizations work together on a 

daily basis. Future research could address both these limitations by manipulating general 

inconsistency in an organizational context, looking at leaders in organizations when 

investigating the effect of observing inconsistency (e.g., inconsistency of leader behavior 

towards one’s own team versus a different team). We expect that the effects of identification 

(e.g., work team identification) and favorability will be confirmed in an organizational 

context, but future research is needed to prove generalizability in this context.

Finally, we believe that adding informational justice, that is “ the accuracy and quality 

of explanations individuals receive about procedures” (Kernan & Hanges, 2002, p. 917),

would enable future research to test whether explaining variable behavior causes the same 

behavioral variability to be perceived as flexible behavior (appropriate variability) instead of 

inconsistent (inappropriate variability). We expect that informational justice would increase 

the likelihood of behavioral variability being interpreted as flexible, because it provides the 

reason that, when lacking, causes perceptions of inconsistency. As such, providing 

information that would help understand the behavior might be a way for leaders to prevent 
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negative effects of inconsistency. We would recommend future research to incorporate this 

variable in their studies.

The first general limitation of this dissertation pertains to the fact that we did not 

study which personality characteristics make followers more or less likely to perceive leaders 

as displaying inconsistent behavior. Though we have briefly touched upon this topic in

Chapter 2 (in which we found that high follower scores on neuroticism and external locus of 

control positively relate to perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior), I encourage future 

research to explore this further. For example, it is likely that based on their traits, some

people tend to be more dependent on their leaders than others, and they are then also more 

likely to suffer more from inconsistent behavior of those leaders.

The second limitation also relates to the impact of individual differences. In the

studies, we did not specifically look into the effects of the composition of a team on how 

behavioral variability is viewed. In the inclusive leadership literature, the experience of 

inclusion is defined as a balance between feelings of belongingness and uniqueness (Shore et 

al., 2011). As such, in order to be inclusive, leaders are expected to both treat followers 

differently based on what makes them unique while at the same time making sure to make 

them feel like they belong to the bigger group by treating them equally. By definition, 

inclusive leadership might thus lead to displaying behavioral variability that may be 

perceived as inconsistent by followers. I believe that the interpretation of behavioral 

variability and whether or not it is appropriate here depends on the diversity dimension that is 

in focus and whether or not that dimension is relevant at that specific moment. For example, 

one might argue that a leader treating everyone differently based on cultural background or 

religion would be suitable when it comes to followers asking for days off that are specific to 

their culture. However, cultural background should not play a role when dividing tasks 

amongst followers. Different diversity dimensions could be studied to find out when and why 

followers perceive them as a justification for leader behavioral variability and hence to view 

such variability as appropriate or inappropriate.

6.3 Practical implications

The research presented in this dissertation has several implications for organizations, 

particularly as our studies suggest that inconsistent leader behavior is quite prevalent, likely 

more so than other more widely known dark leader behaviors such as abusive supervision

(Fischer et al., 2021; Mackey et al., 2017).
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Organizations should be mindful of the role that gender plays in perceptions of leader

styles and behaviors. The same behavior shown by men or women can be interpreted 

differently, which can lead to problems. While in general we would not advocate for 

narcissistic leaders given the problems they often cause in the long run (Ong et al., 2016),

organizations should of course in general make sure that whatever behavior is accepted from 

male leaders is also accepted from their female counterparts. Unfortunately leader narcissism 

is yet another example of negative leader characteristics that are widely accepted if shown by 

male leaders (see e.g. Rudman & Phelan, 2008, for other examples).

Throughout this dissertation, we argue that the key difference between flexibility and 

inconsistency lies in the appropriateness of the variability. As such, organizations should, 

when selecting candidates for leadership positions, not solely focus on the breadth of their 

behavioral repertoire, but particularly aim to select those that are capable of selecting the 

situationally appropriate behavior from this repertoire. Organizations could design training 

programs in which future leaders learn how to adapt their behavior appropriately to provide 

them with the necessary experience. Previously, in the limitations section of this general 

discussion, I suggested that providing an explanation for behavior(al variability) might 

facilitate a shift in perceptions from inconsistency to flexibility, due to a change in perceived 

appropriateness. Explaining the reasons behind behavior could thus be helpful to be included 

in the training in appropriate behavioral variability. 

Abandoning the idea of perfection, we a suggest that leader behaviors are not 

appropriate all the time and that their adaptations to occurring situations might every now and 

then fail, whether on purpose or not. This dissertation shows that a good relationship between 

leader and follower decreases the negative effect of perceptions of inconsistency on follower 

performance (Chapter 3). Leaders should thus aim to establish good relationships with their 

followers to buffer negative effects of potential behavioral inconsistencies. Further,

providing followers with job autonomy seems to be another way to mitigate the negative 

effects of inconsistent leader behavior on mental health (Chapter 4). Next to the several 

positive motivational effects of providing employees with job autonomy,  this offers another 

reason for leaders to empower their followers. Taken together, organizations seem to have 

options to buffer for and / or deal with the consequences of perceptions of inconsistency.

Finally, organizations should be aware of the fact that while some employees might

perceive a leader to display inconsistent behavior, other employees might perceive the same 
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behavior as flexible and hence appropriate. A first indication for this can be found in Chapter 

2, where we found correlations between certain personality characteristics (i.e., internal locus 

of control and neuroticism) and reports of perceived inconsistent behavior. Furthermore, in 

Chapter 5 we found that supporters observing inconsistent decisions that were favorable to

their team reported significantly less anger and aggression than those that observed 

unfavorable inconsistency. It is therefore advisable for organizations to take multiple 

perspectives into account when judging whether a leader’s behavioral variability is 

appropriate or not. 

6.4 Overall conclusion

This dissertation contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of inconsistent 

leader behavior. We defined inconsistent leader behavior and developed and validated a short 

and general scale to measure the construct, enabling the testing of its nomological network. 

Additionally, we developed two more specific scales to measure precise manifestations of 

inconsistency, specifically targeting inconsistency in initiating structure and consideration. 

We found that inconsistent leader behavior was related to but different from other dark

leadership constructs. Thus, this dissertation introduced a new and important construct along 

with measures to the leadership literature. Moreover, the study of antecedents and outcomes 

of perceptions of inconsistency as well as factors that moderate its effects, generated new 

theoretical insights. Finally, findings of this dissertation have practical value in terms of 

offering advice to organizations on how to minimize (perceptions of) inconsistent leader 

behavior and on what to do in the inevitable moments when followers actually can’t follow 

their leader. 
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English Summary 
 

When you follow the leader 
Inconsistency: Its Antecedents and Outcomes 

 
In order for leaders to respond flexibly to today's rapidly changing world, they must 

have a wide variety of behaviors at their disposal and be able to switch quickly depending on 

what the situation requires. At the same time, they are expected to behave consistently and 

predictably, something that seems problematic after the first statement. The solution to this 

problem seems to lie in distinguishing between appropriate and inappropriate variation. In 

the first variant, the reasons for variable behavior are clear (the new behavior fits the 

situation) or leaders explain why they exhibit certain behavior. However, not every leader is 

able and/or willing to demonstrate this behavior. In such cases leaders are perceived as 

inconsistent: they exhibit varying behavior without a clear reason in the eyes of the follower:

inappropriate variation. While the positive side of behavioral variability has received a lot of 

attention in research, research into the negative, dark side is scarce. This justifies research 

into the construct of inconsistent leader behavior and its antecedents and outcomes.

In Chapter 2 we define the construct of inconsistent leader behavior, compare it to

related constructs, and discuss the development of a scale to measure perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior. Four studies are discussed in this chapter. In the first study, we 

discuss the development and validation of the ILB-4, a four-item questionnaire to measure 

Inconsistent Leader Behavior (ILB). We test the validity and reliability of the scale, and test 

the relationship between inconsistent leader behavior and other leadership styles. Our scale is 

reliable and, as we expected, we find that our construct is positively associated with other 

dark forms of leadership and negatively with more positive leadership styles. In Studies 2 and 

3, we discuss the development of two additional scales intended to measure more specific 

forms of inconsistency, namely inconsistency in initiating structure and in consideration. In 

these studies we test the reliability and validity of the specific scales. Furthermore, in these 

studies we test how the ILB-4 is related to the specific scales, we compare the relationship 

between ILB-4 and other constructs (both at leader and follower level) and that of the specific 

scales with these constructs. The specific scales are reliable and relate to other constructs in 

the expected manner. The correlations between the ILB-4 and other constructs are stronger 

than those of the specific scales. In the fourth and final study of this chapter, we study how 

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior relate to constructs measured with the leader, in a 

so-called multi-source study. In this study, leaders rated their own level of narcissism and the 
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performance of their follower. Followers rated the quality of the bond with their leader and

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior. We find that perceptions of inconsistency are 

positively associated with narcissism and negatively with performance and the quality of the 

leader-follower bond. The results of the studies discussed in this chapter provide confidence 

in the developed scale and the scale provides a good starting point for further research into 

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior.

Chapter 3 examines a predictor of perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior, leader 

narcissism. We find evidence for a positive relationship between leader narcissism and 

perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior. When we further include the gender of the leader 

in the analysis, we see that this positive relationship is stronger for female leaders. In this 

chapter we also look at follower performance as an outcome of perceptions of inconsistency 

and find that perceived inconsistent leader behavior is negatively related to follower 

performance. The quality of the bond with the leader plays a buffer role in this, in such a way 

that the negative relationship between inconsistent leader behavior and follower performance 

is strongest when the quality of the bond between leader and follower is poor.

Chapter 4 examines short- and long-term consequences of perceptions of 

inconsistency. In a large field study at a Brazilian bank, we find that perceptions of 

inconsistent leader behavior lead to a reduced sense of psychological safety, which in turn 

leads to more mental health-related absenteeism. Job autonomy can play a buffering role: the 

negative effect of perceptions of inconsistency on perceived psychological safety is reduced

when followers experience a high degree of autonomy.

Chapter 5 looks at inconsistency from a different perspective: as decisions made by a 

referee that demonstrate inconsistency. In a scenario study we manipulate the consistency of 

decisions after two highly similar situations during a soccer match. We expected that 

inconsistency in decisions leads to anger and that anger is in turn positively related to both 

intentions for verbal aggression and actual aggressive behavior towards the referee. The 

favorability of the outcome (punishment or not) and the extent to which the participant 

identifies with the teams in the scenario (supporter or neutral spectator) are included as 

boundary conditions for the effect of inconsistency on anger. We find, as expected, that 

inconsistent decisions lead to anger and subsequently to (intentions for) aggressive behavior 

towards the referee. The strongest relationship between inconsistency and anger is found 
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among supporters in the unfavorable condition. The relationship between inconsistency and 

anger is weakest among supporters in the favorable condition.

In summary, this dissertation shows that inconsistent leader behavior is an important 

construct that shares overlap with, but is not identical to, other constructs on the dark side of 

the leadership literature. Our findings contribute to a better understanding of the antecedents

and outcomes of perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior and provide insight into factors 

that strengthen or attenuate the relationships between antecedents, inconsistent leader 

behavior, and outcomes.
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 
 

Als je de leider kunt volgen 
Inconsistentie: De Oorzaken en Uitkomsten 

Om als leider flexibel op de huidige, snel veranderende, wereld in te spelen moet je 

een grote variatie in gedragingen tot je beschikking hebben en snel kunnen schakelen 

afhankelijk van wat de situatie vraagt. Tegelijkertijd wordt van je verwacht dat je je

consistent en voorspelbaar gedraagt, iets wat na het vorige problematisch lijkt. De oplossing 

voor dit probleem lijkt te liggen in het onderscheid tussen gepaste variatie en ongepaste 

variatie. Bij de eerste variant zijn de redenen voor variabel gedrag duidelijk (het nieuwe 

gedrag sluit aan bij de situatie) of leggen leiders uit waarom ze bepaald gedrag vertonen. Niet 

elke leider is echter in staat en/of bereid om dit gedrag te vertonen. Wat er dan gebeurt is dat 

leiders gezien worden als inconsistent: ze vertonen variërend gedrag zonder een voor de 

medewerker duidelijke reden, ongepaste variatie. Waar de positieve kant van variërend 

gedrag veel aandacht heeft gekregen in onderzoek, is onderzoek naar de negatieve, duistere, 

kant schaars. Dit rechtvaardigt onderzoek naar het construct ‘inconsistent leider gedrag’ en de 

voorspellers en gevolgen ervan.

In hoofdstuk 2 definiëren wij het construct inconsistent leider gedrag, vergelijken we 

het met gerelateerde constructen en wordt de ontwikkeling van een schaal besproken 

waarmee percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag kunnen worden gemeten. In dit hoofdstuk

komen vier studies aan bod. In de eerste studie bespreken we het ontwikkelen en valideren 

van de ILB-4, een vragenlijst van vier items om Inconsistent Leader Behavior (ILB) te meten. 

We testen de validiteit en betrouwbaarheid van de schaal en testen de samenhang tussen 

inconsistent leider gedrag en andere leiderschapsstijlen. Onze schaal is betrouwbaar en zoals 

we verwachtten vinden we dat ons construct positief samenhangt met andere duistere vormen 

van leiderschap en negatief met meer positieve leiderschapsstijlen. In studie 2 en 3 bespreken 

we de ontwikkeling van twee extra schalen bedoeld om meer specifieke vormen van 

inconsistentie te meten, namelijk inconsistentie in het initiëren van structuur en in

consideratie. In deze studies testen we de betrouwbaarheid en validiteit van de specifieke 

schalen. Verder testen we in deze studies hoe de ILB-4 samenhangt met de specifieke 

schalen, vergelijken we de samenhang tussen ILB-4 en andere constructen (zowel op leider-

als medewerkerniveau) en die van de specifieke schalen met deze constructen. De specifieke 

schalen zijn betrouwbaar en hangen op de verwachte manier samen met andere constructen.
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De samenhang tussen de ILB-4 en andere constructen is sterker dan die van de specifieke 

schalen. In de vierde en laatste studie van dit hoofdstuk bestuderen we hoe percepties van 

inconsistent leider gedrag samenhangen met constructen die bij de leider zijn gemeten, in een 

zogenaamde meerdere bronnen studie. Leiders beoordeelden in deze studie hun eigen level 

van narcisme en de prestatie van hun medewerker. Medewerkers beoordeelden de band met 

hun leidinggevende en de percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag. We vinden dat percepties 

van inconsistentie positief samenhangen met narcisme en negatief met prestatie en de 

kwaliteit van de band tussen leider en medewerker. De resultaten van de studies die in dit 

hoofdstuk worden besproken bieden vertrouwen in de ontwikkelde schaal en de schaal biedt 

een goed uitgangspunt voor verder onderzoek naar percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag.

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt een voorspeller van percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag 

onderzocht, narcisme van de leider. We vinden bewijs voor een positieve relatie tussen 

narcisme van de leider en percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag. Wanneer we verder het 

gender van de leider meenemen in de analyse, zien we dat deze positieve relatie sterker is 

voor vrouwelijke leiders. In dit hoofdstuk kijken we ook naar prestatie van de medewerker 

als uitkomst van percepties van inconsistentie. We vinden dat hoe meer inconsistent leider 

gedrag een medewerker waarneemt, hoe minder goed diens prestaties zijn. De kwaliteit van 

de band met de leidinggevende speelt hierin een verzachtende rol, op zo’n manier dat de 

negatieve relatie tussen inconsistent leider gedrag en prestatie van de medewerker het sterkst 

is wanneer de kwaliteit van de band tussen leidinggevende en medewerker slecht is.

In hoofdstuk 4 worden korte en lange termijn gevolgen van percepties van 

inconsistentie onderzocht. In een grote veldstudie bij een Braziliaanse bank vinden we dat 

percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag zorgen voor een verminderd gevoel van 

psychologische veiligheid, wat vervolgens leidt tot meer mentaal welzijn-gerelateerde 

absentie. Autonomie in het werk kan een verzachtende rol spelen: het negatieve effect van 

percepties van inconsistentie op de ervaren psychologische veiligheid is kleiner wanneer 

medewerkers een hoge mate van autonomie ervaren.

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt inconsistentie vanuit een ander perspectief bekeken: als 

inconsistente beslissingen van een scheidsrechter. In een scenariostudie manipuleren we de 

consistentie van beslissingen na twee gelijke situaties tijdens een voetbalwedstrijd. We

verwachtten dat inconsistentie in beslissingen leidt tot woede en de woede vervolgens positief 

samenhangt met zowel intenties voor verbale agressie als daadwerkelijk agressief gedrag 
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jegens de scheidsrechter. De gunstigheid van de uitkomst (straf of niet) en de mate waarin de 

participant zich identificeert met de teams in het scenario (supporter of neutrale toeschouwer) 

worden meegenomen als randvoorwaarden voor het effect van inconsistentie op woede. We

vinden, zoals verwacht, dat inconsistente beslissingen leiden tot woede en vervolgens tot 

(intenties voor) agressief gedrag jegens de scheidsrechter. De sterkste relatie tussen 

inconsistentie en woede vinden we bij supporters in de ongunstige conditie. De relatie tussen 

inconsistentie en woede is het zwakst bij supporters in de gunstige conditie. 

Samenvattend laat dit proefschrift zien dat inconsistent leider gedrag een belangrijk 

construct is dat overlap vertoont met, maar niet gelijk is aan andere constructen aan de 

duistere kant van de leiderschapsliteratuur. Onze bevindingen dragen bij aan een beter begrip 

van de voorspellers en uitkomsten van percepties van inconsistent leider gedrag en geven 

inzicht in factoren die de relaties tussen voorspellers, inconsistent leider gedrag, en 

uitkomsten versterken of verzachten. 
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Dankwoord 
 

Toen ik vertrok bij mijn oude baan en één van mijn collega’s uit “Emma gaat een 

promotie doen bij de Universiteit van Amsterdam” begreep dat ik de reclamewereld in ging, 

had ze eigenlijk wel gelijk. Hoewel de posters die ik heb gemaakt niet direct studenten lokken 

en de papers die ik heb geschreven ook (nog) niet het écht grote publiek hebben bereikt, is 

mijn doel nog steeds ‘het gezicht van de wetenschap’ worden, een uithangbord. Call me 

young Erik Scherder, maar dan iets minder breinen. 

Dat ik dat na al die jaren nog steeds wil is vooral te danken aan mijn drie supervisors 

die ik dan ook als eerst ga bedanken. Gelukkig is het geen vaarwel en blijf ik met iedereen 

samenwerken, dus ik zal proberen niet te sentimenteel te worden. Ik heb het drietal een tijdje 

DEANNEBELSCHAK genoemd en zo alle namen gecombineerd. Ik heb moeten beloven dat 

niet meer te doen, maar ben te trots op de ontdekking om het onvermeld te laten. Goed.

Frank, niemand geeft zo gedetailleerd feedback als jij. Dankzij jou zijn er nooit papers 

gesubmit met dubbele spaties of niet-schuingedrukte volume-nummers in de referentielijst. Je 

bent een fantastische begeleider geweest en een inspiratie op het gebied van onderzoek doen, 

lesgeven, en ‘hoe je te gedragen tijdens de teamlunch’. Afgelopen jaar zei iemand tegen mij: 

“Laat me raden, jij wordt begeleid door Frank Belschak” om me vervolgens de ‘vrouwelijke 

Frank’ te noemen. Ik heb zelden een mooier compliment gekregen. Ik hoop dat we snel echt 

onze podcast gaan starten, ‘To Be Frank’ wordt vast een groot succes!

Deanne, ik had niemand liever als buurvrouw gehad dan jou (en we blijven buren, 

yaay!). Jouw reputatie is groots en ik moet zeggen dat ik enigszins angstig was om je te 

ontmoeten. In de tijd tussen onze eerste kennismaking en mijn sollicitatiegesprek (2 

maanden) waren er meer papers op jouw publicatielijst bij gekomen dan ik in deze 5 jaar heb 

geschreven. Ik bewonder je enorm en hoop dat we nog gewoon blijven samenwerken! 

Misschien wel een onderzoek naar woke schelden?

En dan natuurlijk Annebel, mijn onderzoeksmama. Woorden schieten tekort om jou 

goed te bedanken voor de afgelopen jaren. Hoewel we het in al onze meetings over 

onderzoek hebben gehad (toch?), zijn er ook altijd veel persoonlijke zaken aan bod gekomen 

en zijn er weinig mensen die zoveel van me weten als jij. Je onuitputtelijke enthousiasme en 

vrolijkheid hebben me uit de onvermijdelijke dalen gehaald en uitspraken als “Je ziet er ziek 

uit, ga naar huis en kom pas volgende week terug!” kwamen stiekem altijd op het juiste 
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moment. Annebel, je bent het beste voorbeeld van een responsible leader dat ik kan 

bedenken en ik ben er trots op dat jij met mij wil(de) werken.

Naast mijn werkfamilie heb ik ook familie thuis. Pap, mam, Tim, Joep, jullie hebben 

het best zwaar te verduren gehad af en toe. Als weer eens alles in het water was gevallen en 

ik op jullie “het komt allemaal goed” snauwde “DIT KEER ÉCHT NIET DAT WEET IK 

ZEKER” bleven jullie kalm. Pap, jij probeerde altijd te begrijpen wat ik deed en waarom ik 

dingen moeilijk vond. Vaak sloeg je dan ineens (soms tot je eigen verbazing) de spijker op 

zijn kop met een bepaalde opmerking: “Maar het zit dan toch gewoon zo?”. Mam, omdat pap 

zo’n softie is moest jij vaak de rol van probleemoplosser op je nemen. Harde feiten, geen 

gezeur. Jij was altijd realistisch en bleef kritisch en dat was lang niet altijd een dankbare taak. 

Dankjewel dankjewel dankjewel! Tim (Flinkie), ik kwam er dus achter dat ik al een jaar of 30 

jouw leven nadoe. We gingen naar dezelfde scholen, dezelfde universiteit, we hebben beiden 

een op het oog willekeurige fascinatie voor een bepaalde taal en het bijbehorende land, we 

hebben dezelfde sporten beoefend, we zijn straks allebei gepromoveerd, we hebben allebei 

een voorkeur voor overdreven sportieve partners... Sinds ik dit doorheb, ben ik helemaal zen, 

want jouw leven bevalt me wel. Ben benieuwd wat het nog meer voor ons in petto heeft! En 

dan Joep. Ik ken weinig mensen die zo acceptabel raar zijn als jij. Ik denk met veel plezier 

terug aan de urenlange gamesessies op jouw kamer waar we tussen het gamen door, jij op de 

computer en ik op de playstation, de beste gesprekken hadden. Hoewel ik blij ben met hoe 

mijn leven loopt, heb jij eigenlijk altijd al een jaloersmakend alternatief leven geleid: eigen 

huis, vrouw, kind. Daarnaast ben je letterlijk en figuurlijk een voedingsbodem voor al mijn 

ideeën geweest. Je kunt fantastisch koken en daar heb ik vaak van mogen genieten. En je hebt 

natuurlijk stiekem ook een fascinatie voor duister leiderschap. Of zijn dictators niet duister? 

En dan hebben we natuurlijk ook Inga en Rianne. En Oscar. Die laatste zegt nog 

steeds (te) vaak ‘Gekke tante Mètje’ tegen mij, misschien dat dat ophoudt als ik eindelijk 

doctor ben. Inga, bedankt voor je niet aflatende interesse in de mogelijkerwijs saaie verhalen 

over mijn werk. Daarnaast inspireert jouw ambitie (je spreekt beter Nederlands dan iedereen 

in mijn familie en staat voor je idealen) mij meer dan je denkt. Rianne, bedankt voor alle 

rollen (dat zijn er veel!) die je in mijn leven vervuld hebt en/of nog steeds vervult. Vriendin, 

schoonzus, huisgenoot, onderwijsadviseur, om er maar een paar te noemen.

Robert wilde ik alleen in mijn dankwoord noemen als ik zeker wist dat hij mij in mijn 

ergste vorm zou accepteren. Dus ben ik in de laatste twee maanden van mijn PhD nog even 

160

Dankwoord

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   160 07-03-2024   13:11



een geheel nieuw project gestart. Zijn reactie op mijn extreem gestreste ik (lees: niet slapend, 

hoofdpijn, rugpijn, onredelijk, woede aanvallen, gemene opmerkingen, desinteresse in de rest 

van de wereld, etc. etc.) was uitstekend en altijd gepast: soms gewoon negeren, soms 

doorvragen, soms afleiden, soms helpen oplossen. Lang verhaal kort: hij verdient een plek in

het dankwoord! Robert, jij hebt de nodige rust en sportiviteit gebracht in mijn leven. Met jou 

heb ik iemand bij wie ik graag thuis wil komen, door wie ik eerder stop met werken of juist 

langer doorga als het moet. Je bent een zeer stabiele factor geweest in mijn af en toe zeer 

instabiele leven en dealt met mijn gekkigheden alsof het niks is. Daarnaast ben je heel knap. 

Leuke sidenote voor de lezer: de partner van Deanne heet Robert en die van Annebel werkt 

bij de bank. Mijn Robert is daarmee een combinatie van beide partners wat maar weer eens 

laat zien hoeveel invloed mijn supervisors hebben op mijn leven.

Elisabeth, onze vriendschap is één van de meest waardevolle dingen die deze PhD me 

heeft opgeleverd. Ik had na onze eerste ontmoeting niet kunnen dromen dat we zowel binnen 

als buiten kantoor zoveel lol zouden hebben en zoveel samen zouden meemaken. Ik ben blij 

dat ik na drie keer tegen Bas Bouten te hebben gezegd dat het lege bureau naast me voor mijn 

imaginary friend was heb geaccepteerd dat jij, een potentiële échte vriendin, daar mocht 

zitten. En zeg je Elisabeth, dan zeg je ook Martha en Josh. Samen vormen we The Cool 

Crew. Dank voor alle avonturen en het nóg leuker maken van mijn PhD. 

Naast deze grote motiverende factoren die van dichtbij positieve invloed op me 

hebben uitgeoefend, zijn er heel veel perifere figuren geweest die ik met deze term direct 

belachelijk tekort doe. Eda, dank voor de mooie armbandjes, de Turkse lekkernijen en je 

relativerende opmerkingen. Tanja, laatst zei je een keer (per ongeluk?) dat je graag vrienden 

met me wilde worden (meer dan collega’s!) en daar ga ik je aan houden. Armin, weinig 

mensen die zo gepast reageren op mails met als onderwerp iets in de trant van ‘trouble, 

thanks for helping’. En dan niet één keer. Heel vaak. Dank! Moritz, dank dat je de fun office 

weer een beetje meer fun maakte! Jasmien, die mij in Griekenland adopteerde en daarna braaf 

voor me is blijven zorgen. Ik heb sinds ik jou ken al 100x “Hee, maar hier word ik heel 

enthousiast van!” gezegd. Wie en hoe jij bent maakt dat ik nog duizend keer meer achter mijn 

beslissing in de wetenschap te blijven sta. Casper, dankzij jou heb ik altijd iets om naar uit te 

kijken wanneer ik iets spannends moet doen, namelijk: mijn glimmende paars-oranje 

schoenen! Zo wordt elke beproeving toch nog een feestje! Corine, jij zei laatst toen ik meer 

dan 100 kilometer had gefietst dat je me inspirerend vindt. Nou, dat is volledig wederzijds. 
D
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En dan nog wat andere mensen die een vermelding verdienen: Margriet, Joanna

(Corona buddy!!), Carlotta, Yvette, Yvette, Sofija, Juliana, Katrin, Beauregard, Mayukh, 

Roshan, Donato, Shayda, Minnie, Helen, Tina, Felipe, jullie zijn awesome. Lisa Germanië (of

Damen, wat je wil), ik doe wel alsof ik naar Berlijn ga om inspiratie op te doen, maar dit 

draait eigenlijk heel specifiek om jou. Inspiratie opdoen bij jou. Dank. Luther/Luut, onze 

vriendschap is de langste en bijzonderste vriendschap die ik heb. Dat jij als coole meid 

vrienden met deze nerd wilde worden betekende voor mij dat ik best een nerd kon blijven en 

kijk eens waar jouw acceptatie me gebracht heeft. Clemens, dank voor je coolheid! Ik hoop 

dat we nog lang samen in het bestuur van de ABC(DE) zitten! Gelderse meiden! Jullie waren 

er voor me toen ik keihard voor een project was afgewezen en óók toen ik deze positie 

bemachtigde. De bijzondere tijd in ons grachtenpand had ik niet willen missen. Roeimeisjes, 

2020, grote vrouwen, het begon ooit allemaal bij jullie. Welke invloed had onze 

persoonlijkheid en die van onze coaches (vooral Pepijn natuurlijk, bijzondere vent) op onze 

roeiprestaties? Ik zal nooit vergeten hoe de onwetende aanwezigen bij mijn 

scriptiepresentatie keken toen er ineens 10 lange vrouwen opstonden om ons ietwat 

narcistische clublied te zingen. Lieve volleybalvriendinnen en -coaches (zowel Smashing als 

Xenon natuurlijk), mijn stress heeft zich bij jullie vooral geuit in irritant aanwezig zijn en dat 

spijt me. Bedankt voor jullie acceptatie en jullie leukheid. En dan niet Annelies vergeten, 

want jij zei altijd dat ik maar gewoon professor moest worden en dat had meer invloed dan je 

dacht. 

Nou dan zijn we er wel zo’n beetje. 
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