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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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