
 

 

Chapter 4 

 

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
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Mental Health.
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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 

4

79

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Follower Mental Health

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   79 07-03-2024   13:11



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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