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Abstract
While research has highlighted the benefits of variability in leader behavior to help deal with different demands, erratic vari-
ability in behavior might be problematic. Preliminary research suggests that when leader behavior seems to vary unpredict-
ably, followers can perceive it as inconsistent, which triggers negative reactions. Such perceptions of leader inconsistency 
seem to be quite common. However, our current understanding of perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior is limited due 
to the lack of a comprehensive measurement framework. We define inconsistent leader behavior and develop a short scale 
(ILB-4) to measure follower perceptions of leader inconsistency. We also develop two additional scales that measure percep-
tions of more specific manifestations of inconsistency, focusing on inconsistency in initiating structure and in consideration. 
Across seven studies (total N = 1715), including multi-source (N = 631 leader–follower dyads) and time-separated (N = 215) 
data, we establish the psychometric properties of these measures and test the nomological network of perceived inconsist-
ent 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 such perceptions. The specific measures of perceived inconsistency 
in initiating structure and consideration are reliable and related to other constructs as expected. While being helpful for 
explaining intricacies in inconsistency, they do not explain variance in outcomes over and above the more general ILB-4. 
Thus for most purposes, one can rely on the shorter ILB-4 scale.

Keywords  Inconsistent leader behavior · Behavioral variability · Construct validation

The Dark Side of Variability: Developing 
a Measure of Perceived Leader Inconsistency

Perceived behavioral consistency is seen as an essential 
ethical attribute for leaders, fostering trust and minimizing 
follower uncertainty (e.g., Johnson et al., 2012). Devaluing 
inconsistency is implicit in many positive leadership notions 
as they suggest that good leaders should be consistent. At 
the same time, inconsistency is not measured and we do not 
know what ‘behaving inconsistently’ means in the eyes of 
followers. Inconsistency in behavior can be seen as unethi-
cal as it violates principles of fairness and trust, potentially 
harming both individuals and the organization. Ethically, 
leaders must safeguard the interests of all stakeholders, 

including their followers (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; 
Guest, 2017). Research highlights the importance of per-
ceived consistency by showing that followers experience 
inconsistent, unpredictable abuse from leaders as worse than 
consistent abuse (Matta et al., 2017). Also, followers assess 
leaders who are inconsistent in how they make decisions as 
unfair, and they experience more feelings of uncertainty (De 
Cremer, 2003).

Yet, to adapt to and deal with sometimes rapidly chang-
ing conditions leaders need to be able to display different 
behaviors. Being able to display a range of behaviors, at 
times even paradoxical and contradictory ones depending 
on the situation, is even suggested to be necessary for leader 
effectiveness and sustained success (e.g., Smith et al., 2011; 
Yukl, 2008b; Zhang et al., 2015). Leader behavior is also a 
primary source of information for followers (Avolio et al., 
2004). When variability in leader behavior matches the situ-
ation, followers are likely to perceive it as flexible and adap-
tive (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010), with positive consequences 
as a result. It can be a deliberate, strategic choice made by 
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the leader to adapt to changing circumstances, and when 
employees see why this variation occurs, such a variation 
does not seem unpredictable. However, variability in behav-
ior might be detrimental when followers interpret leader 
actions as erratic, and when these seem, to them, to change 
unpredictably. This creates confusion and uncertainty for 
followers along with other dysfunctional consequences. In 
line with this, research found that the simultaneous expres-
sion of positive and negative leader behaviors related to fol-
lower ambivalence and stress-related outcomes (e.g., Herr 
et al., 2019; Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022; Vullinghs et al., 
2020).

The bright side of behavioral variability has received 
substantial attention in research. Early on, leadership con-
tingency models investigated how leaders should adapt 
their behaviors flexibly to the situation (e.g., Fiedler, 1958). 
More recently scholars have started empirically exploring 
other positive behavioral variability constructs. Examples 
include paradoxical leader behavior (competing but inter-
related behaviors, Zhang et al., 2015) and flexible/adaptive 
leadership (changing behavior in appropriate ways as the 
situation changes, Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). These constructs 
tend to emphasize leaders acting consistently or adapting 
logically to the situation, that is, the variation in behav-
ior follows a predictable pattern in the eyes of followers. 
In contrast, perceived inconsistency in leader behavior 
arises when followers cannot logically relate the behaviors 
to the situation at hand and hence perceive them as unsys-
tematic, seemingly random, and erratic. Therefore, in our 
conceptualization here, inconsistent leader behavior (ILB) 
is not about objective variability, but about the subjective 
experience of leader inconsistency. This dark side has only 
recently started receiving attention in the form of a con-
ceptual paper on inconsistent leadership (Schilling et al., 
2022) and one empirical examination by Van Gerven and 
colleagues (2022). A systematic empirical investigation of 
inconsistent leader behavior is still missing (for exceptions 
see Suurd Ralph & Barling, 2022, and Vullinghs et al., 2020, 
who investigated the simultaneous (and inconsistent) expres-
sion of positive and negative leader behavior). One reason 
this gap exists may be the lack of an operationalization or 
measure of the construct.

The conceptual work by Schilling et al. (2022) on incon-
sistent leadership focuses on the long-term sensemaking 
process that relates to perceptions of inconsistency building 
over time. Here, we build on this and take a slightly dif-
ferent and complementary perspective to contribute to the 
literature: we develop a measure of the outcome of erratic 
and unpredictable leader behavioral variability, that is, of 
perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior. We believe this 
can also aid in studying the long-term process described by 
Schilling et al. (2022). There may be different sources for 
these perceptions of leader inconsistency, including leaders 

acting inconsistently over a longer time (which may or may 
not be salient for followers), but also short-term or incidental 
explanations (e.g., a leader treating colleagues that act the 
same differently, or a leader treating the perceiver differ-
ently within the same day or week in response to a similar 
behavior of the perceiver). These explanations and percep-
tions might be part of the longer term sensemaking process.

While these sources of perceived inconsistency are dif-
ferent, they all share a common underlying theme: the fol-
lower’s perception that the leader acts in inconsistent and 
unpredictable ways. We argue that this perception has dis-
tinctive consequences, is worth further examination, and 
needs systematic measurement. Our measure of followers’ 
subjective experience of leader inconsistency is grounded in 
an individual’s unique perception of that behavior. We use 
the term inconsistent leader behavior to describe behavior 
(either people- or task-oriented) of a leader that is perceived 
and evaluated as inconsistent, and we make no assumptions 
about any factors that might give rise to these perceptions 
(e.g., it is “the world outside of the mind of the informants 
whose construals we hope to understand”, Tepper et al., 
2017, p. 127). So where we mention inconsistent leader 
behavior, we focus on followers perceptions of this rather 
than objective inconsistency.

Our goal is to specify and theoretically underpin such per-
ceived inconsistent leader behavior and show how it relates 
to both leader and follower behavior and characteristics. 
Similar to Schilling et al. (2022), who use the terms novel, 
ambiguous, and confusing, we conceptualize ILB as the dark 
side of perceived leader behavioral variability. When follow-
ers believe this behavioral variation is unsystematic, novel, 
ambiguous, and/or confusing, the behavior might be per-
ceived as unpredictable and inconsistent. Such inconsistency 
breaches ethical norms due to the adverse consequences it 
has for others. Inconsistent leader behavior 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 seven studies, 
we develop and validate a general scale to measure perceived 
ILB and test the nomological network of this construct. We 
also develop two additional measures that specifically target 
experienced inconsistency in fundamental aspects of leader-
ship behavior, namely, inconsistency in initiating structure 
(providing clear direction, establishing goals, and organizing 
tasks) and consideration (showing support, empathy, and 
concern for the well-being of followers).

We contribute to the ((un)ethical) leadership literature 
in several respects. We summarize the literature on con-
structs related to leader behavioral variability, and we add 
to the field by developing and validating an evaluative meas-
ure of ILB. In addition, we propose and – with our new 
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measure—test a nomological network of ILB in which we 
relate ILB to several ethical and unethical behaviors and 
traits related to leader and follower (e.g., leader: ethical lead-
ership, abusive supervision, behavioral integrity; follower: 
organizational citizenship behavior, counterproductive work 
behavior). Establishing such a nomological network theo-
retically 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 initial 
theoretical work on leader inconsistency (e.g., Schilling 
et al., 2022) 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-Operational-
ize-Confirm) for construct development and validation by 
Lambert and Newman (2022).

Defining Inconsistent Leader Behavior

Among the first to note the importance of leader inconsist-
ency 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 inconsistency 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 may reflect inconsistency in actions or a 
variation in the display of behaviors. The common denomi-
nator is that followers perceive the leader’s behavior as 
inconsistent in the sense that they do not see a pattern in 
the leader behavior that allows them to predict it (Schilling 
et al., 2022).

In line with this, we define inconsistent leader behavior 
(ILB) as a ‘follower’s experience (perception) of a lead-
er’s erratic and unpredictable variability in behavior’. The 
source of leaders acting erratically may lie either in contex-
tual (e.g., demands unknown by followers) or leader-related 
(traits, moods) factors, yet for the perception of ILB, which 
we focus on here, to occur, the essence is that the follower 
cannot see a clear pattern in the variation. Inconsistent leader 
behavior, whether being people- or task-oriented, is there-
fore characterized by unpredictability and unexpectedness. 
Perceptions of inconsistency then are the result of either 
not engaging in the sensemaking process or being unable to 
make sense of the behavior. To further establish clarity about 
the construct, we highlight related constructs and discuss the 
distinctions between these and ILB.

Related Constructs and Theories

Our review of related constructs focuses on leader behav-
ioral variability. Previous conceptual work (Schilling et al., 
2022) has placed leader inconsistency in the nomological 

landscape, examining it theoretically within the context of 
related concepts and theories in the field. In our discussion 
below, we extend this effort by including additional relevant 
constructs within the framework of existing theories and 
research. We discuss the similarities and differences with 
ILB as we define and measure it here. Table 1 provides an 
overview of construct definitions and an example item and 
behavior.

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Behavioral Integrity

Behavioral integrity (BI) is the “observer’s perception of 
the extent to which an actor’s words and actions do or do 
not align” (Simons et al., 2022, p. 366). BI is described as 
a pattern, based on observations over time, and may there-
fore be considered “trait-like” (Simons, 2002; Simons et al., 
2022). Leaders’ BI positively affects follower performance 
and citizenship (Way et al., 2018). A key resemblance with 
ILB is that both constructs are based in follower percep-
tions. However, ILB has a broader focus, involving a wider 
range of leader behavior, whereas BI is solely focused on 
word – deed alignment. ILB relates to interpreting behav-
ior as erratic and unpredictable and such unpredictability 
can translate into followers to perceive inconsistency in the 
leader’s actions. In contrast to the description of BI as “trait 
like”, ILB does not inherently address the underlying causes 
of this perception.

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Paradoxical Leader 
Behavior

Paradoxical leader behavior (PLB) describes leader behav-
iors that are “seemingly competing, yet interrelated, to meet 
competing workplace demands simultaneously and over 
time” (Zhang et al., 2015, p. 539). These behaviors are sug-
gested to make handling organizational paradoxes easier. 
Leaders who engage in holistic thinking and have integrative 
complexity tend to more easily display paradoxical behav-
iors, which relate to positive outcomes (Zhang et al., 2015). 
Both PLB and ILB are measured as perceptions, and both 
are quite general and refer to a range of behaviors. They dif-
fer however, in the sense that PLB is considered adaptive, 
whereas ILB is unpredictable and erratic.

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Supportive‑Disloyal 
Leadership

Supportive-disloyal leaders show support for their follow-
ers while being disloyal to their organization (e.g., caring 
for follower well-being while undermining organizational 
performance) (Einarsen et al., 2007). Like inconsistent lead-
ers, these leaders show varying behaviors. The perceived 
behavior towards each target (i.e., towards the followers 
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versus towards the organization) is, however, consistent, as 
opposed to ILB.

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Ambidextrous Leadership

Ambidextrous leadership refers to a leader’s ability to bal-
ance and effectively switch between two types of behaviors: 
exploration (opening) and exploitation (closing) behaviors 
(Rosing et al., 2011). Ambidextrous leaders show both these 
behaviors to increase innovation (Rosing et al., 2011). Ambi-
dextrous leadership perceptions and ILB are both about 
varying (switching between) behaviors. Yet, ambidextrous 
leadership involves adaptive variation aimed at achieving 
specific goals, while ILB entails variation that is perceived 
as unpredictable.

Inconsistent Leader Behavior and Flexible/Adaptive 
Leadership

Other conceptualizations of situational leadership are flex-
ible and adaptive leadership that involve “changing behavior 
in appropriate ways as the situation changes” (Yukl & Mah-
sud, 2010, p. 81). Leader flexibility is argued to be necessary 
to deal with the many changes that characterize modern day 
organizations, such as the increased use of virtual interac-
tion, globalization, and technological change (e.g., Burke 
& Cooper, 2004). Such flexible and adaptive leadership 
should improve organizational performance (Yukl, 2008a). 
Similar to flexible and adaptive leadership, versatile lead-
ership 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 approaches and ILB is that they 
describe an evaluation of general leader behavioral vari-
ability. Unlike these approaches that describe variation to 
meet contextual demands, ILB describes unpredictable and 
erratic variability.

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 was mainly studied in negotiation contexts. 
Emotional inconsistency can convey an image of power and 
is argued to communicate an “aura of mystery” that may lead 
perceivers to experience a lack of control and consequently 
make concessions in negotiations (Sinaceur et al., 2013). 
Compared to emotional inconsistency, ILB is broader, focus-
ing not only on expression of emotions (or emotional behav-
ior), but on a broader range of leader behaviors.

Nomological Network of ILB

Next, we discuss factors on both the follower (perceiver) 
and the leader side that should correlate with perceptions 
of inconsistent leader behavior. We assess the nomological 
validity of ILB based on the amount of systematic support 
for theoretically proposed connections between the con-
struct, its antecedents, correlates, and outcomes. Figure 1 
summarizes the nomological network of ILB, and below we 
describe the theoretical argumentation for the relationships.

ILB and Leadership Styles and Characteristics

ILB is proposed to be the result of a negative evaluation of 
behavioral variability, and we argue that these perceptions 
are negatively correlated with leader behavior and character-
istics that tend to be positively evaluated by followers such 
as flexible leadership, paradoxical leader behavior, behav-
ioral integrity, visionary leadership, and ethical leadership. 
As noted, flexible leadership and paradoxical leader behavior 
focus on variability that is contextually appropriate and pre-
dictable for followers (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010; Zhang et al., 
2015). As such, flexible and paradoxical leader behavior are 
positive evaluations of variability. In contrast, for behav-
ior to be perceived as inconsistent, the variability must be 
unpredictable. This unpredictability is taxing for followers 
and likely invokes negative reactions. Therefore we expect 
a negative correlation between ILB and positive forms of 
variable leader behavior.

Behavioral integrity is about word-deed alignment, con-
sistency between what one says and does (Dineen et al., 
2006), which contrasts with ILB. Charismatic, transforma-
tional, visionary, and ethical leadership are concerned with 
inspiring (charismatic, transformational, visionary) and car-
ing for (ethical, transformational) employees (e.g., Brown 
et al., 2005; Den Hartog et al., 1995). Though we do not 
make 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 role modeling. Ethi-
cal leadership further includes notions of meeting follower 
needs and fairness, and transformational leaders demonstrate 
concern for their followers’ needs and feelings, which con-
trasts with the unpredictability inherent in ILB that followers 
likely experience as a lack of fairness and care.

In contrast, ILB should be positively correlated with 
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). Perceived 
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inconsistent leader behavior can be interpreted as arbitrary 
or unfair, resembling abusive supervision and potentially 
having negative outcomes. ILB can be considered hos-
tile and should positively relate to abusive supervision. 
Bottom-line mentality is defined as “one-dimensional 
thinking that revolves around securing bottom-line out-
comes 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 
they might—if they see another course of action as more 
beneficial—switch behaviors quickly and without consid-
eration of the impact of changes on followers. This may 
cause their behavior to be perceived as inconsistent. ILB 
and bottom-line mentality are thus likely to be positively 
related. We also expect ILB to be positively related to 
narcissism. Characteristics of narcissism include impul-
sivity (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 correlates with ILB (see Van 
Gerven et al., 2022).

ILB and Follower Outcomes

We propose a negative correlation between ILB and follower 
job satisfaction, follower satisfaction with the leader, leader-
member exchange (LMX), organizational citizenship behavior 
(OCB), follower performance, and role clarity. 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 unpre-
dictable, inconsistent leaders are likely perceived as unfair, 
inconsiderate, and untrustworthy. Therefore, we expect ILB 
to be negatively correlated with follower job satisfaction and 
follower satisfaction with the leader. Additionally, we expect a 
lower-quality LMX relationship between followers and leaders 
who display ILB in the eyes of these followers, as these lead-
ers may not be seen to act fairly or consider followers’ needs.

Leaders play an important role in setting the expectations 
for follower behavior (e.g., Wimbush, 1999). Leaders dis-
playing ILB may confuse followers as to what is expected 
from them, resulting in reduced role clarity for followers (cf. 
Kalshoven et al., 2011). In line with this, previous research 

Fig. 1 Nomological network of inconsistent leader behavior   Leadership styles and characteristics are shown at the top, leader behavior on the 
left, follower characteristics on the right, and follower attitudes and experiences at the bottom.



383The Dark Side of Variability: Developing a Measure of Perceived Leader Inconsistency﻿	

found that leader inconsistency (operationalized as a leader 
displaying both positive and negative behavior) was neg-
atively related to role clarity (Vullinghs et al., 2020) and 
positively to subjective ambivalence (Suurd Ralph & Bar-
ling, 2022). ILB should also be negatively correlated with 
OCB and performance. According to social exchange the-
ory, followers weigh 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 lowering positive input 
or engaging in negative behavior (e.g., Gouldner, 1960). Fol-
lowers may then reciprocate with showing less OCB and 
lower performance.

We expect ILB to be positively correlated with follower 
counterproductive work behavior (CWB) (organizational 
deviance), uncertainty, stress, and emotional exhaustion. As 
noted, followers likely perceive inconsistent leader behaviors 
as unfair (De Cremer, 2003) and they might try to restore 
equity by engaging in deviance or CWB as 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 copy their leader’s behavior (O’Leary-
Kelly et al., 1996). If followers perceive leader inconsistency 
as deviant or counterproductive, such behavior might invoke 
them to do the same and show CWB. Also, as followers 
do not know what to expect from their inconsistent leader, 
ILB should be positively correlated with uncertainty. Indeed, 
leader hypocrisy (leader word-deed misalignment) and 
inconsistency were linked to followers’ feelings of uncer-
tainty (De Cremer, 2003; Greenbaum et al., 2012; Johnson 
et al., 2012). Finally, as ILB is unpredictable, we expect it to 
lead to followers’ feelings of stress, which over time can lead 
to emotional exhaustion (Iacovides et al., 2003).

ILB and Follower Characteristics

Follower characteristics affect followers’ reactions to the 
behavior of their leader (Howell & Shamir, 2005). Schil-
ling et al. (2022) mention that traits related to paying close 
attention to the behavior of others are most pertinent when 
it comes to noticing confusing leader behavior. Therefore, 
with respect to follower perceptions of ILB, we expect fol-
lower neuroticism, locus of control, and tolerance of ambi-
guity 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 indi-
viduals are likely to react negatively to the unpredictable 
behavioral variability characteristic of ILB, as behavioral 
variations trigger interpretations of why leaders keep chang-
ing their behaviors, and neuroticism is associated with more 
negative appraisals (e.g., Schneider, 2004). Relatedly, neu-
rotic followers might be particularly sensitive to deviations 

from the expected (Schilling et al., 2022). Research indeed 
shows 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 followers’ internal locus of control and tol-
erance of ambiguity to be negatively correlated with ILB. 
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 exter-
nal locus of control perceive their work environment nega-
tively and focus on aspects that cannot be changed, whereas 
‘internals’ feel more in control and perceive the work envi-
ronment more positively (e.g., Wang et al., 2010). We expect 
that these differences make followers with an external locus 
of control more likely to perceive varying and unpredictable 
leader behavior as inconsistent. They generally lack feelings 
of control and look to the leader for guidance. Those with an 
internal locus experience more control and are therefore less 
likely to focus on the leader’s cues, making inconsistency 
less salient to them. Thus, we expect follower internal locus 
of control to be negatively correlated with ILB.

Finally, we expect a negative correlation between fol-
lower tolerance of ambiguity and ILB. Tolerance of ambi-
guity is described as “an orientation, ranging from aversion 
to attraction, toward stimuli that are complex, unfamiliar, 
and insoluble” (McLain, 2009, p. 975). The attraction to 
complex, unfamiliar, and insoluble situations in followers 
with high tolerance of ambiguity should make them less sen-
sitive to unpredictability and less likely to perceive behavior 
as inconsistent.

ILB and Inconsistency in Consideration and Initiating 
Structure

So far, we have discussed ILB on a general level, arguing that 
it can be both people- and task-oriented. Gaining insight into 
more precise manifestations of perceived inconsistent leader 
behavior can further enhance our understanding of the con-
struct. The distinction between consideration (people-oriented 
behavior) and initiating structure (task-oriented behavior) rep-
resents 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 high on initiating structure focus on 
task and goal attainment and aim to establish clear standards 
for how the work needs to be done (e.g., Fleishman, 1973). 
Effective leaders strike a balance between these dimensions, 
recognizing the importance of both building relationships with 
followers and providing structure and guidance to achieve 
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organizational goals (Yukl, 2012). Research linked these 
dimensions to significant outcomes (Judge et al., 2004). Here 
we focus on inconsistency on these two dimensions.

We believe that the expectations we previously discussed 
regarding the relationships with general ILB also apply to 
these two specific forms of perceived inconsistency. We 
explore how these two forms relate to general ILB and 
whether inconsistency on one dimension might be more 
damaging than inconsistency on the other.

Scale Development

We aim to develop an evaluative measure of ILB (i.e., per-
ceived inconsistent leader behavior) that allows us to empiri-
cally test the nomological network. In previous studies leader 
behavioral variability was measured in several ways with dif-
ferent items, but none fully captures ILB. For instance, items 
designed to measure flexible/adaptive leadership focus on 
appropriate behavioral variability (rather than inappropriate or 
unpredictable), such as “My supervisor has no trouble chang-
ing 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 paradoxical behav-
iors such as “My supervisor manages subordinates uniformly, 
but considers their individualized needs”. Though displaying 
both behaviors might be negatively evaluated and perceived 
as inconsistent, the scale was not developed to measure incon-
sistency. The measure of behavioral integrity is narrow and 
focuses specifically on the perceived (mis)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. These approaches do 
not capture a broader and more general view of erratic leader 
behavior variability as proposed in ILB.

While building on conceptual work by Schilling et al. 
(2022), our proposed scale diverges from their long-term 
perspective in an attempt to measure what happens when 
actions of the leader do not make sense, that is, we focus on 
follower perceptions of inconsistency. In scale development 
we followed the steps recommended by Lambert and New-
man (2022). We aimed to develop an instrument that would 
capture the breadth of the construct, while being parsimoni-
ous and applicable in a variety of situations. The scale 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 and consistent in terms of perspec-
tive, as Hinkin (1998) recommended.

We developed and tested the scale in seven studies using 
different samples to explore the nomological and content 
validity of ILB. We obtained ethical clearance for each 
study. Participation was always voluntary. In Studies 2 and 
3, we additionally developed and validated scales to measure 
more specific manifestations of ILB, specifically targeting 

inconsistency in initiating structure and consideration. We 
compared these to the general measure of ILB and tested 
whether these or the general measure relate more strongly 
to correlates and outcomes. Table 2 provides a summary of 
the studies and samples, Table 3 provides a summary of each 
study’s sample sources and inclusion and exclusion criteria.

We concentrated on generating general ILB items that 
assessed the variable, unpredictable, and erratic nature of the 
behavior, taking into account our definition of ILB. Following 
this approach, an initial item pool of ten items was created by 
the first author. Three topic experts then evaluated the initial 
items for face validity and the extent to which they captured the 
conceptualization of ILB and provided their feedback. Based 
on their feedback, some of the items were slightly adapted.

To develop two extra scales in which ILB is classified 
into perceptions of inconsistency in consideration (C-inc) 
and initiating structure (IS-inc), we used the Ohio State two-
factor model (e.g., Fleishman, 1953; Korman, 1966) and 
Yukl’s Managerial Practices Scale (Yukl, 1990) as theoreti-
cal background. In Studies 2 and 3 we compare these scales 
to the general scale. An example of perceived inconsistency 
in consideration is giving recognition and praise for an 
achievement at one moment, while not recognizing the same 
achievement or even criticizing it at another. Followers may 
perceive leaders as inconsistent on initiating structure when 
leaders sometimes offer clear goals and guidelines, while at 
other times fail to do so. Example items are “My supervisor 
sometimes shows concern for my needs and feelings, while 
other times does not show concern for my needs and feel-
ings at all” (consideration) and “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). A detailed description of the item development 
and validation for these specific perceived inconsistency 
scales is provided in the online supplementary materials.

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 h 
a week. In total, 88 (49.2%) participants were male. Mean 
age of the participants was 38.11 years (SD = 10.15), and 
on average they had 17.35 years of working experience 
(SD = 10.19). Average tenure with the organization was 
7.07 years (SD = 5.75), and average tenure with the super-
visor was 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).
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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). Critically assess-
ing the items with the author-team led to the conclusion that 
the four items that loaded highest on the first factor seemed 
to best capture our conceptualization of perceived inconsist-
ent leader behavior, whereas the six items that loaded on the 
second factor appeared to assess a range of more neutral ori-
ented behavioral variations, which we termed “neutral behav-
ioral variability”. The four items measuring inconsistency 
were coined the ILB-4 and reflect the respondent’s assess-
ment of their supervisor’s overall behavioral inconsistency. 

Respondents indicated how strongly they agreed that their 
supervisor (a) “is inconsistent in his/her behavior”, (b) “is hard 
to predict”, (c) “behaves differently in comparable situations”, 
and (d) “behaves alternately”. Table 4 provides an overview of 
the items and item loadings.Note Bold values indicate primary 
factor membership.

Next, we used exploratory factor analysis to examine the 
underlying structure of the four ILB items. One clear factor 
emerged that explained 67.5% of the variance. A confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) yielded a good fit for a one-factor model, 
χ2 (2, N = 179) = 3.375, p = 0.185, CFI = 0.995, TLI = 0.985, 
RMSEA = 0.062, SRMR = 0.015. Factor loadings were 0.660, 
0.682, 0.817 and 0.850. The scale showed good internal 

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

Action and variables Dataset

Study 1 - Item reduction using EFA
- CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: behavioral variability, abusive supervision, behavioral integrity, vision-

ary leadership, ethical leadership, paradoxical leader behavior, knowledge hiding, uncer-
tainty, emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction

- Incremental validity: ILB over behavioral variability, abusive supervision, behavioral integ-
rity, visionary leadership, ethical leadership, and paradoxical leader behavior

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: IS-inc, C-inc over ILB, ILB over abusive supervision, bottom-line 

mentality, and flexible leadership

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

Study 3 - CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity:
- Wave 1: IS-inc, C-inc, abusive supervision, bottom-line mentality, flexible leadership, emo-

tional exhaustion, job satisfaction, LMX, OCB
- Wave 2: emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, LMX, OCB, follower neuroticism, follower 

internal locus of control
- Incremental validity: IS-inc, C-inc over ILB, ILB over abusive supervision, bottom-line 

mentality, flexible leadership

N = 317 (W1) / 215 (W2)
Collected on Respondi
M age = 45.01 (W1) and 45.59 (W2)
47.0% male (W1), 47.0% male (W2)
Different industries

Study 4 - CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: flexible leadership, paradoxical leadership, behavioral integrity, fol-

lower satisfaction with the leader, uncertainty, stress, follower neuroticism, follower internal 
locus of control, follower tolerance of ambiguity

- Incremental validity: ILB over flexible leadership, paradoxical leadership, and behavioral 
integrity

N = 150
Collected on Prolific
M age = 31.86
44.7% male
Different industries

Study 5 - CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: paradoxical leader behavior, role clarity, follower satisfaction with the 

leader
Incremental validity: ILB over paradoxical leader behavior

N = 231
Members of Dutch Marine Corps
42.8% of participants 24–35 years old
95.2% male

Study 6 - CFA and reliability estimation
- Nomological validity: leader narcissism, visionary leadership, LMX, follower performance
- Incremental validity: ILB over leader narcissism and visionary leadership

N = 631
Leader–follower dyads collected via 

university contacts
M age = 43.48
68.1% male (leaders)
46.3% male (followers)
Different industries

Study 7 - Content validity: ILB, abusive supervision, behavioral integrity, behavioral variability, flex-
ible leadership, paradoxical leader behavior

N = 97
Collected on Prolific
M age = 32.05
53.6% male
Different industries
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reliability (α = 0.84). The measure had a mean of 3.10 and a 
standard deviation of 1.35 on a 7-point Likert scale.

A key objective of Study 1 was to show the distinctness 
of inconsistent leader behavior from other potentially related 
leadership constructs. To this end, we measured abusive 
supervision (5 items, α = 0.94) (Tepper, 2000) and behav-
ioral integrity (4 items, α = 0.89) (Dineen et al., 2006). To 
examine the convergent and discriminant validity of incon-
sistent leader behavior, we performed a confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) on a model containing the items for incon-
sistent leader behavior, abusive supervision, and behavioral 
integrity. Furthermore, we included the six items measuring 
“neutral behavioral variability” (i.e., the 6 original items 

that were not included in the final 4-item measure of ILB). 
The four-factor model χ2 (63, N = 179) = 468.220, p < 0.01, 
CFI = 0.882, TLI = 0.862, RMSEA = 0.154, SRMR = 0.1021 
had a significantly better fit than the three-factor model with 

Table 3   Summary of studies, sample source, inclusion and exclusion criteria

*When developing the IS-inc and C-inc, we first tested 3 variants of these scales. Total sample N = 325, subsample for final scales N = 110

Study Sample source Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria Excluded N Final N

1 Mturk - Working - Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks

10 179

2 Prolific - Working for supervisor
- 21–30, 31–40, 41–50 h per week

- Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks

11 (36)* 110 (325)*

3 Respondi - Working for supervisor
- Working full-time

- Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks

W1: 355
W2: 87

W1: 317
W2: 215

4 Prolific - Working for supervisor
- 21–30, 31–40, 41–50 h per week
- Fluent in English
- 99–100% approval rate
- Not participated in previous studies in this paper

- Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks

2 150

5 University contacts - Working for supervisor
- Working part-time or full-time
- Working for Navy Marine

- Not finished 63 231

6 University contacts - Working for supervisor
- Working part-time or full-time

- Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks
- Under 18

10 631

7 Prolific - Working for supervisor
- 21–30, 31–40, 41–50 h per week
- Fluent in English
- 99–100% approval rate
- Not participated in previous studies in this paper

- Not finished
- Failed one or both attention checks

3 97

Table 4   Items with factor 
loadings (EFA, oblique rotation, 
direct oblimin, Study 1)

Note Bold values indicate primary factor membership

Inconsistency Behavioral 
Variability

Is inconsistent in his/her behavior .799 −.102
Is hard to predict
Behaves differently in comparable situations
Behaves alternately

.885

.833

.669

−.115
.113
.385

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

.289
−.240
−.244

.686

.846

.849
Behaves differently in different situations .170 .755
Changes his/her behavior as the situation changes
Varies his/her style from situation to situation

.134

.056
.859
.856

1  These fit-indices do not meet standard fit-criteria. They do, how-
ever, show that the model in which the constructs are treated as dis-
tinct constructs fit better than any other model. An explanation for the 
suboptimal fit might be the low quality of the ‘neutral behavioral var-
iability’ items. A three-factor model with the ILB-4, abusive super-
vision and behavioral integrity showed a good fit, meeting standard 
fit criteria (χ2 (62, N = 179) = 170.881, p < .01, CFI = .942, TLI = .927, 
RMSEA = .099, SRMR = .062).
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ILB and behavioral variability loading on the same factor (χ2 
(60, N = 179) = 778.841, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.769, TLI = 0.735, 
RMSEA = 0.154, SRMR = 0.192, Δχ2 = 310.621, Δdf = 3, 
p < 0.01), the three-factor model with ILB and behavioral 
integrity loading on one factor (χ2 (60, N = 179) = 686.679, 
p < 0.01, CFI = 0.803, TLI = 0.774, RMSEA = 0.142, 
SRMR = 0.134, Δχ2 = 218.459, Δdf = 3, p < 0.01), the 
three-factor model with ILB and abusive supervision load-
ing on one factor (χ2 (60, N = 179) = 737.335, p < 0.01, 
CFI = 0.784, TLI = 0.752, RMSEA = 0.149, SRMR = 0.147, 
Δχ2 = 269.115, Δdf = 3, p < 0.01), and the one-factor model 
with all four constructs loading on one factor (χ2 (57, 
N = 179) = 1632.577, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.457, TLI = 0.389, 
RMSEA = 0.233, SRMR = 0.215, Δχ2 = 1164.357, Δdf = 6, 
p < 0.01).

Table 5 reports the means, standard deviations, correla-
tions, and reliabilities for ILB, behavioral variability, and 
the other measures used in this study. Besides the measures 
mentioned above, the survey contained measures of emo-
tional exhaustion (6 items, Maslach et al., 1986, α = 0.97), 
uncertainty (4 items, Hochwarter et al., 2007, α = 0.88), job 
satisfaction (5 items, Judge et al., 1998, α = 0.92), knowledge 
hiding (as an operationalization of CWB) (7 items, Connelly 
et al., 2012, α = 0.90), visionary leadership (5 items, De 
Hoogh et al., 2004, α = 0.93), ethical leadership (10 items, 
Brown et al., 2005, α = 0.96), and paradoxical leader behav-
ior (22 items, Zhang et al., 2015, α = 0.96).

We found the expected pattern regarding the nomological 
validity of ILB. Abusive supervision (r = 0.42), emotional 
exhaustion (r = 0.32), uncertainty (r = 0.40), and knowledge 
hiding (r = 0.23) were all positively correlated with ILB. 
Importantly, neutral behavioral variability was unrelated to 
both emotional exhaustion as well as uncertainty, indicating 
that this form of variable leader behavior is more descrip-
tive and does not capture the negativity that we argue ILB 
to entail. Finally, ILB correlated negatively with vision-
ary leadership (r = − 0.20), ethical leadership (r = − 0.37), 
behavioral integrity (r = − 0.46), paradoxical leader behav-
ior (r = − 0.31), and job satisfaction (r = − 0.28). All cor-
responding p-values were below 0.01.

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 the general construct of ILB. 
In addition, we developed two more specific measures of 
perceptions of inconsistency in consideration and initiating 
structure, specifying people- and task-oriented behaviors. 
The items for these scales were based on those of Yukl (Yukl, 
1990). We adapted the original items by adding a second con-
trasting part to each item in order to capture the inconsistency 

of the leader behavior. Specifically, we first mentioned the 
behavior from the items by Yukl, then 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 6. While we expect the correlations 
to apply similarly to our two newly developed specific ILB 
measures (consideration-based inconsistency, C-inc, and ini-
tiating structure-based inconsistency, IS-inc), we also aim to 
investigate whether perceived inconsistency in either of these 
dimensions may have a more detrimental impact than incon-
sistency in the other. Finally, we seek to determine whether 
domain-specific inconsistency predicts additional variance 
above the general ILB-4.

In Study 2, we administered the ILB-4 and the two spe-
cific inconsistency scales to a sample of 110 participants 
from an online panel. Participants were paid $1.50 for par-
ticipation. All participants worked part-time or full-time (21 
– 50 h a week) for a supervisor with whom they frequently 
interacted. Sixty-one participants were male (55.5%). Age 
ranged from 18 to 59 years (M = 32.33, SD = 9.82). Aver-
age job tenure was 3.97 years (SD = 4.32), with participants 
working with their current leader for an average of 2.34 years 
(SD = 2.98). We used a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = Strongly 
Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree).

First, we conducted an CFA to examine the struc-
ture of the ILB-4 items, the IS-inc items, and the C-inc 
items. The three-factor model fitted the data well, χ2 
(133, 110) = 213.310, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.914, TLI = 0.878, 
RMSEA = 0.074, SRMR = 0.050, and better than both the 
two-factor model in which the items of IS-inc and C-inc 
loaded on a single factor (χ2 (151, 110) = 298.708, p < 0.01, 
CFI = 0.842, TLI = 0.802, RMSEA = 0.094, SRMR = 0.069, 
Δχ2 = 85.398, Δdf = 18, p < 0.01), and the one-factor 
model in which all items loaded on a single factor (χ2 
(170, 110) = 460.505, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.690, TLI = 0.654, 
RMSEA = 0.125, SRMR = 0.094, Δχ2 = 247.195, Δdf = 37, 
p < 0.01).

Second, to establish the nomological validity of the ILB-4 
and the new subscales, we compared the ILB-4 (α = 0.90) 
and the IS-inc (α = 0.81) and C-inc (α = 0.86) subscales with 
other variables in the nomological network. Specifically, we 
included OCB (13 items, based on Van Dyne & Le Pine, 
1998, α = 0.86), job satisfaction (1 item, Trevor, 2001), role 
clarity (3 items, Jokisaari & Nurmi, 2009, α = 0.80), emo-
tional exhaustion (6 items, Maslach et al., 1986, α = 0.90), 
stress (4 items, Keller, 1984, α = 0.71), LMX (8 items, 
Liden et al., 1993, α = 0.95), bottom-line mentality (4 items, 
Greenbaum et al., 2012, α = 0.87), abusive supervision (5 
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items, Tepper, 2000, α = 0.91), and flexible leadership (5 
items, Jones et al., 2006, α = 0.84).

Table 7 reports the means, standard deviations, correla-
tions, and estimated reliabilities of the three leader incon-
sistency scales and the other measured constructs. The 
correlations between IS-inc and C-inc (r = 0.60, p < 0.01), 
IS-inc and ILB-4 (r = 0.52, p < 0.01), and C-inc and ILB-4 
(r = 0.50, p < 0.01) were moderate, suggesting that the three 
scales share some overlap, but measure distinct constructs. 
The ILB-4 was positively correlated with emotional exhaus-
tion (r = 0.38, p < 0.01), stress (r = 0.36, p < 0.01), bottom-
line mentality (r = 0.65, p < 0.01), and abusive supervision 
(r = 0.62, p < 0.01), and negatively correlated with OCB 
(r = − 0.26, p < 0.01), job satisfaction (r = − 0.33, p < 0.01), 
role clarity (r = −  0.36, p < 0.01), LMX (r = −  0.57, 
p < 0.01), and flexible leadership (r = − 0.48, p < 0.01). As 
for IS-inc and C-inc, we generally found slightly stronger 
correlations of our variables of interest with IS-inc com-
pared to C-inc.

The most notable differences between IS-inc and C-inc 
are the stronger correlations between IS-inc and both job 
satisfaction and OCB compared to the correlations between 
C-inc and these constructs. IS-inc was positively correlated 
with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.30, p < 0.01), bottom-
line mentality (r = 0.50, p < 0.01), and abusive supervision 
(r = 0.29, p < 0.01). IS-inc was negatively related to OCB 
(r = − 0.23, p < 0.05), job satisfaction (r = − 0.23, p < 0.05), 
role clarity (r = −  0.19, p < 0.05), LMX (r = −  0.34, 
p < 0.01), and flexible leadership (r = − 0.27, p < 0.01). C-inc 
was positively correlated with stress (r = 0.23, p < 0.05), 
emotional exhaustion (r = 0.23, p < 0.05), bottom-line men-
tality (r = 0.43, p < 0.01), and abusive supervision (r = 0.28, 
p < 0.01). C-inc was negatively correlated with role clarity 
(r = − 0.24, p < 0.05) and LMX (r = − 0.25, p < 0.01). The 
general direction and pattern of correlations between our 
variables of interest and both C-inc and IS-inc was mostly 
similar to the pattern for the IBL-4, be it less strong.

Table 6   Wording of the items of the perceived inconsistency 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 confi-
dence in my skills

Recognizing Sometimes praises me for effective performance, while other times ignores or even criticizes effective perfor-
mance

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 discour-

ages 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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Incremental Prediction

We regressed different correlates of perceived leader incon-
sistency 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 standard-
ized parameter estimates for the relationships between the 
ILB-4 and the outcomes were significant, while the rela-
tionships between both perceived 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 meas-
ures did not predict unique variance over and above the ILB-
4. For an overview, see Table 8.

Study 3: Replication of Study 2 in a Time‑Lagged Design

Study 2 suggested that the general ILB-4 measure captures 
more unique variance in outcomes than the more specific 
inconsistency scales. To increase confidence in the stabil-
ity of our findings, we aimed to replicate the findings from 
Study 2 in Study 3. Study 3 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 leader-
ship 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 317 employees 
from an online panel. Participants were paid $0.75 for par-
ticipation. All participants worked full-time for a supervi-
sor with whom they frequently interacted. The majority of 
the sample was female (53.0%), age ranged from 25 to 69 
years (M = 45.01, SD = 10.80). In wave 2, 215 (67.8%) of 
the employees from wave 1 participated. The majority of 
the sample was female (53.0%), age ranged from 25 to 69 
years (M = 45.59, SD = 10.68). Again, participants were paid 
$0.75.

In the first wave, we administered our ILB-4 (α = 0.88), 
along with the IS-inc and C-inc subscales (8 items each, 
α = 0.89 for IS-inc and α = 0.90 for C-inc). We also included 
variables to establish discriminant validity (follower gen-
der, age, tenure with the organization, and tenure with their 

leader), and variables to establish nomological validity 
(bottom-line mentality, 4 items, Greenbaum et al., 2012, 
α = 0.91; abusive supervision, 5 items, Tepper, 2000, 
α = 0.94; and flexible leadership, 5 items, Jones et al., 2006, 
α = 0.88). Some variables to establish nomological valid-
ity were included in both waves 1 and 2: OCB (13 items, 
based on Van Dyne & Le Pine, 1998, α = 0.93 and. 95 for 
waves 1 and 2, respectively), job satisfaction (1 item, Trevor, 
2001), emotional exhaustion (6 items, Maslach et al., 1986, 
α = 0.92 and 0.95 for waves 1 and 2, respectively), and LMX 
(8 items, Liden et al., 1993, α = 0.96 and 0.96 for waves 1 
and 2, respectively). As in Study 2, questions were answered 
on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).

We conducted a CFA to examine the factor structure 
of the ILB-4, the IS-inc, and C-inc items. As in Study 2, 
the three-factor model met standard fit criteria, χ2 (167, 
N = 317) = 470.783, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.916, TLI = 0.905, 
RMSEA = 0.074, SRMR = 0.049, and the fit was sig-
nificantly better than the fit of both the two-factor model 
with IS-inc and C-inc loading on the same factor (χ2 (169, 
N = 317) = 662.999, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.864, TLI = 0.847, 
RMSEA = 0.096, SRMR = 0.059. Δχ2 = 192.216, 
Δdf = 2, p < 0.01) and the one-factor model, (χ2 (170, 
N = 317) = 1124.660, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.737, TLI = 0.706, 
RMSEA = 0.133, SRMR = 0.091, Δχ2 = 653.877, Δdf = 3, 
p < 0.01). The correlation between IS-inc and C-inc 
(r = 0.73, p < 0.01) was high, and between IS-inc and ILB-4 
(r = 0.43, p < 0.01) and C-inc and ILB-4 (r = 0.43, p < 0.01) 
moderate, indicating that these constructs share some over-
lap but are also distinct.

Wave 1

In wave 1, consistent with our predictions, ILB-4 was 
positively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.35, 
p < 0.01), bottom-line mentality (r = 0.68, p < 0.01), and 
abusive supervision (r = 0.53, p < 0.01) and negatively 
with job satisfaction (r = -0.26, p < 0.01), OCB (r = − 0.19, 
p < 0.01), LMX (r = − 0.64, p < 0.01), and flexible leadership 
(r = − 0.58, p < 0.01).

Table 8   Study 2: Hierarchical regression for incremental prediction of IS-inc and C-inc over ILB-4

Table reports standardized coefficients. ** p < .01, * p < .05, † p < .10

OCB Role clarity Emotional exhaus-
tion

Job satisfaction Stress LMX

Model a Model b Model a Model b Model a Model b Model a Model b Model a Model b Model a Model b

ILB-4 −.26** −.23* −.36** −.34** .38** .30** −.33** −.31** .31** .32** −.57** −.56**
IS-inc −.21† .04 .14 −.13 .01 −.09
C-inc .16 −.08 .00 .10 −.04 .08
R2 change .07** .03 .13** .00 .14** .02 .11** .01 .10** .00 .32** .01
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IS-inc was positively correlated with emotional exhaus-
tion (r = 0.29, p < 0.01), bottom-line mentality (r = 0.34, 
p < 0.01), and abusive supervision (r = 0.26, p < 0.01) and 
negatively with job satisfaction (r = − 0.13, p < 0.05), LMX 
(r = − 0.24, p < 0.01), and flexible leadership (r = − 0.23, 
p < 0.01). C-inc was positively correlated with emotional 
exhaustion (r = 0.23, p < 0.01), bottom-line mentality 
(r = 0.44, p < 0.01), and abusive supervision (r = 0.29, 
p < 0.01) and negatively with LMX (r = − 0.26, p < 0.01) 
and flexible leadership (r = − 0.24, p < 0.01). As in Study 
2, the relationships between ILB-4 and other variables were 
generally stronger than the correlations of both IS-inc and 
C-inc with these variables, although they showed a largely 
similar pattern. An exception is the correlation between 
C-inc and job satisfaction, which is not significant (whereas 
the relationships with both the ILB-4 and IS-inc are). Also, 
only the ILB-4 correlates significantly with OCB in wave 1, 
not IS-inc and C-inc.

Wave 2

In wave 2, we again measured OCB, job satisfaction, emo-
tional exhaustion, and LMX, and included measures of fol-
lower neuroticism (10 items, Goldberg, 1999, α = 0.92) and 
follower internal locus of control (6 items, Spector, 1988, 
α = 0.74). Consistent with our predictions, ILB-4 from 
wave 1 was positively correlated with emotional exhaustion 
(r = 0.36, p < 0.01) and correlated negatively with job satis-
faction (r = − 0.33, p < 0.01), LMX (r = − 0.58, p < 0.01), 
and OCB (r = − 0.22, p < 0.01) from wave 2. ILB-4 corre-
lated positively with follower neuroticism (r = 0.22, p < 0.01) 
and negatively with internal locus of control (r = − 0.25, 
p < 0.01).

Both IS-inc and C-inc correlated positively with emo-
tional exhaustion (r = 0.25 and 0.24 respectively, p < 0.01) 
and negatively with job satisfaction (r = −  0.25 and 
− 0.21 for IS-inc and C-inc, respectively, p < 0.01), LMX 
(r = − 0.26 and − 0.30, p < 0.01), and OCB (r = − 0.19 and 
− 0.18, p < 0.01). The latter finding is noteworthy, as both 
specific scales did not significantly correlate with OCB in 
wave 1. Also, IS-inc was positively correlated with follower 
neuroticism (r = 0.14, p < 0.05), whereas C-inc and follower 
neuroticism were not correlated. C-inc was negatively cor-
related with follower internal locus of control (r = − 0.15, 
p < 0.05), whereas IS-inc and follower internal locus of 
control showed no significant correlation. Again, the cor-
relations between the ILB-4 and relevant outcomes were 
stronger than those with IS-inc and C-inc, but the pattern 
was similar. Table 9 shows the means, standard deviations, 
correlations, and reliabilities of all variables in Study 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 rela-
tionships between both IS-inc and C-inc and outcomes were 
not (the only exception being IS-inc and emotional exhaus-
tion in wave 1). This means that the ILB-4 explained unique 
variance in outcomes, while in line with Study 2, the more 
specific measures did not explain additional variance on the 
nomological network variables over and above the ILB-4. 
For an overview, see Fig. 2.

Study 4: Pre‑registered Replication Study

In our fourth study, we aimed to replicate the findings on 
the psychometric properties and nomological network of 
the ILB-4 in a pre-registered survey study among working 
professionals (https://​osf.​io/​jb9md/?​view_​only=​458eb​6529d​
e045b​c9ef2​1243e​64bf5​c1). Since the more specific scales 
did not explain additional variance, we focused solely on 
the more parsimonious ILB-4. We conducted this study with 
150 participants from an online platform. Participants were 
paid £1.50 for participation. We pre-screened participants on 
employment status (part-time and full-time), weekly work 
hours (at least 21 h, maximum 50 h), working for a direct 
supervisor (yes), fluency in English, and approval rate on the 
platform (over 99%). We excluded participants who had par-
ticipated in our previous studies. The majority of the sam-
ple was female (54.7%) and age ranged from 20 to 62 years 
(M = 31.86, SD = 8.03). Average tenure with their supervisor 
was 2.80 years (SD = 2.24), and the average tenure with the 
organization was 4.79 years (SD = 5.77).

We administered our ILB-4 (α = 0.82) and assessed 
behavioral variability using the six items from Study 1 
(α = 0.89). Additionally, we measured behavioral integrity 
(4 items, α = 0.88) (Dineen et al., 2006), flexible leadership 
(5 items, Jones et al., 2006, α = 0.87), paradoxical leader 
behavior (22 items, Zhang et al., 2015, α = 0.94), uncertainty 
(4 items, Hochwarter et al., 2007, α = 0.88), stress (4 items, 
Keller, 1984, α = 0.77), follower satisfaction with the leader 
(3 items, Ewen et al., 2014, α = 0.90), follower neuroticism 
(10 items, Goldberg, 1999, α = 0.88), follower internal locus 
of control (8 items, Spector, 1988, α = 0.79), and follower 
tolerance of ambiguity (13 items, McLain, 2009, α = 0.87). 
Items were rated on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 
(Strongly Agree).

Results from the CFA for the four ILB items showed 
that the one-factor model fitted the data well, χ2 (2, 
N = 150) = 0.292, p = 0.86, CFI = 1.000, TLI = 1.000, 
RMSEA = 0.000, SRMR = 0.006. The ILB-4 showed high 

https://osf.io/jb9md/?view_only=458eb6529de045bc9ef21243e64bf5c1
https://osf.io/jb9md/?view_only=458eb6529de045bc9ef21243e64bf5c1


393The Dark Side of Variability: Developing a Measure of Perceived Leader Inconsistency﻿	

Ta
bl

e 
9  

S
tu

dy
 3

: M
ea

ns
, s

ta
nd

ar
d 

de
vi

at
io

ns
, a

nd
 c

or
re

la
tio

ns

M
SD

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

15
16

17
18

19
20

21

1.
 IL

B
2.

74
1.

13
(.8

8)
2.

 IS
-in

c
3.

07
.9

8
.4

3**
(.8

9)
3.

 C
-in

c
2.

85
1.

01
.4

3**
.7

3**
(.9

0)
4.

 F
ol

-
lo

w
er

 
ag

e

45
.0

1
10

.8
0

−
.0

5
−

.0
7

−
.1

2*

5.
 F

ol
-

lo
w

er
 

ge
nd

er

1.
53

.5
0

−
.0

3
−

.1
0

−
.1

2*
−

.2
0**

6.
 F

ol
-

lo
w

er
 

w
or

k 
ex

pe
ri-

en
ce

24
.7

1
11

.7
8

−
.0

4
−

.0
8

−
.1

2*
.9

0**
−

.1
9**

7.
 T

en
ur

e 
w

ith
 

su
pe

r-
vi

so
r

4.
45

4.
94

−
.0

7
−

.0
3

−
.0

2
.2

3**
−

.0
8

.2
1**

8.
 T

en
ur

e 
w

ith
 

or
ga

ni
-

za
tio

n

9.
11

8.
09

−
.0

2
.0

1
.0

1
.3

9**
−

.0
8

.3
8**

.4
7**

9.
 A

bu
-

si
ve

 
su

pe
r-

vi
si

on

1.
49

.8
9

.5
3**

.2
6**

.2
9**

−
.1

2*
−

.1
2*

−
.1

4*
.0

0
−

.0
6

(.9
4)

10
. B

ot
-

to
m

-
lin

e 
m

en
ta

l-
ity

2.
97

.8
5

.6
8**

.3
4**

.4
4**

−
.0

7
−

.0
6

−
.0

4
−

.0
7

−
.0

2
.4

9**
(.9

1)

11
. F

le
x-

ib
le

 
le

ad
er

-
sh

ip

3.
57

.9
2

−
.5

8**
−

.2
3**

−
.2

4**
−

.0
1

.0
2

−
.0

2
.0

6
.0

2
−

.3
9**

−
.5

0**
(.8

8)

12
. E

m
o-

tio
na

l 
ex

ha
us

-
tio

n 
W

1

2.
97

1.
08

.3
5**

.2
9**

.2
3**

−
.1

1*
.1

2*
−

.1
1

−
.0

4
.0

4
.3

2**
.3

8**
−

.3
1**

(.9
2)

13
. E

m
o-

tio
na

l 
ex

ha
us

-
tio

n 
W

2

2.
88

1.
16

.3
6**

.2
5**

.2
4**

−
.1

8**
.1

5*
−

.1
2

−
.0

4
.0

0
.2

7**
.3

7**
−

.2
3**

.8
4**

(.9
5)



394	 E. J. G. Van Gerven et al.

Ta
bl

e 
9  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

M
SD

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

15
16

17
18

19
20

21

14
. J

ob
 

sa
tis

-
fa

ct
io

n 
W

1

3.
83

1.
12

−
.2

6**
−

.1
3*

−
.1

0
.0

2
.0

6
−

.0
2

.1
2*

.0
6

−
.2

6**
−

.3
2**

.4
2**

−
.3

8**
−

.3
3**

15
. J

ob
 

sa
tis

-
fa

ct
io

n 
W

2

3.
71

1.
15

−
.3

3**
−

.2
5*

−
.2

1**
.0

2
.0

4
.0

2
.0

6
.0

2
−

.3
2**

−
.4

1**
.4

7**
−

.4
8**

−
.4

3**
.7

9**

16
. L

M
X

 
W

1
3.

75
1.

08
−

.6
4**

−
.2

4**
−

.2
6**

−
.0

3
.0

4
−

.0
1

.1
3*

.0
6

−
.5

0**
−

.5
9**

.7
5**

−
.3

2**
−

.2
7**

.5
2**

.5
8**

(.9
6)

17
. L

M
X

 
W

2
3.

62
1.

18
−

.5
8**

−
.2

6**
−

.3
0**

−
.0

3
.0

6
.0

0
.0

8
.0

7
−

.4
3**

−
.5

7**
.6

3**
−

.3
6**

−
.3

2**
.5

1**
.6

1**
.8

4**
(.9

6)

18
. O

C
B

 
W

1
3.

96
.6

9
−

.1
9**

.0
2

−
.0

2
.0

8
.0

1
.0

9
.1

2*
.1

1*
−

.2
0**

−
.1

1*
.2

3**
−

.1
5**

−
.1

2
.2

9**
.2

2**
.3

4**
.2

4**
(.9

3)

19
. O

C
B

 
W

2
3.

90
.8

3
−

.2
2**

−
.1

9**
−

.1
8**

.0
3

.0
6

.0
4

.0
8

.0
6

−
.2

9**
−

.2
5**

.3
8*

−
.2

8**
−

.1
7*

.3
5**

.4
4**

.4
3**

.5
2**

.4
1**

(.9
5)

20
. F

ol
-

lo
w

er
 

ne
ur

ot
i-

ci
sm

2.
42

.9
1

.2
2**

.1
4*

.0
8

−
.2

1**
.2

3**
−

.1
5*

−
.1

4*
−

.1
1

.2
5**

.1
9**

−
.2

1**
.5

3**
.5

2**
−

.2
8**

−
.3

2**
−

.2
2**

−
.2

5**
−

.2
6**

−
.2

9**
(.9

2)

21
. F

ol
-

lo
w

er
 

in
te

rn
al

 
lo

cu
s 

of
 c

on
-

tro
l

3.
74

.6
4

−
.2

5**
−

.1
3

−
.1

5*
.1

0
−

.0
1

.0
9

.1
2

.0
5

−
.2

3**
−

.2
8**

.4
2**

−
.4

0**
−

.3
3**

.4
7**

.5
0**

.4
8**

.5
2**

.3
3**

.5
4**

−
.3

9**
(.7

4)

N
 =

 31
7 

(W
1)

 &
 2

15
 (W

2)
. R

el
ia

bi
lit

ie
s i

n 
pa

re
nt

he
se

s o
n 

di
ag

on
al

. G
en

de
r c

od
ed

 1
 =

 m
al

e,
 2

 =
 fe

m
al

e.
 *

 p
 <

 .0
5,

 *
* 

p <
 .0

1
M

s a
nd

 S
D

s o
f f

ol
lo

w
er

 a
ge

, g
en

de
r, 

w
or

k 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e,

 te
nu

re
 w

ith
 th

e 
su

pe
rv

is
or

, a
nd

 te
nu

re
 w

ith
 th

e 
or

ga
ni

za
tio

n 
ar

e 
ba

se
d 

on
 N

 =
 31

7 
(W

av
e 

1)



395The Dark Side of Variability: Developing a Measure of Perceived Leader Inconsistency﻿	

internal consistency (α = 0.82) and had a mean of 2.58 and 
a standard deviation of 1.07. Table 10 reports the means, 
standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities. ILB was 
positively correlated with behavioral variability (r = 0.54, 
p < 0.01) and negatively with behavioral integrity (r = -0.67), 
flexible leadership (r = − 0.42), and paradoxical leader 
behavior (r = − 0.53) (all p-values < 0.01). ILB correlated 
positively with uncertainty (r = 0.55, p < 0.01) and stress 
(r = 0.43, p < 0.01) and negatively with follower satisfaction 
with the leader (r = − 0.58, p < 0.01). None of the personal-
ity variables were significantly correlated with ILB.

Study 5: The ILB‑4 in a Marine Corps‑Sample

Given our use of panel data so far, Study 5 aimed to repli-
cate the factor structure and establish nomological valid-
ity of the ILB-4 within a specific organization, the Marine 
Corps. We used the ILB-4 scale and measured paradoxical 
leader behavior (22 items, Zhang et al., 2015, α = 0.93), fol-
lower satisfaction with the leader (3 items, Ewen et al., 2014, 
α = 0.94), and role clarity (measured as reverse-coded role 
ambiguity, 6 items, Bowling et al., 2017, α = 0.84). Of the 
231 participants, 220 (95.2%) were male, and 42.8% were 
aged between 24 and 35 years old. We used a scale from 1 
(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).

The CFA for the ILB-4 showed that the one-factor 
model fitted the data well, χ2 (2, N = 231) = 2.707, p = 0.26, 
CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.996, RMSEA = 0.039, SRMR = 0.010. 
The mean was 2.38 (SD = 0.92) and the reliability was 
α = 0.89. Table 11 reports the means, standard deviations, 

correlations, and reliabilities. ILB was negatively corre-
lated with paradoxical leadership (r = − 0.65), satisfaction 
with the leader (r = − 0.70), and role clarity (r = − 0.46) (all 
p-values < 0.01).

Study 6: ILB‑4 in a Multi‑Source Sample

Next, we focused on the psychometric properties and nomo-
logical network of the ILB-4 in a multi-source field study. 
We conducted this study with 631 leader–follower dyads 
(total N = 1262 individuals) to replicate the factor struc-
ture of the measure and further establish its nomological 
validity using multi-source data. Participants were contacts 
of the university. Of the leaders, 430 (68.1%) were male 
and 196 (31.1%) female (5 missing values). Mean age 
was 43.48 years (SD = 13.16). On average, organizational 
tenure was 10.12 years (SD = 9.49), job tenure 6.59 years 
(SD = 7.84), and tenure with their followers 3.69 years 
(SD = 5.32). As for the followers, 292 (46.3%) were male 
and 333 (52.8%) were female (6 missing values). The mean 
age of followers was 33.44 years (SD = 12.75).

Leaders rated their own narcissism (NPI-16, Ames et al., 
2006, α = 0.87) and follower performance (10 item measure 
of work effort and work quality, Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009, 
α = 0.89). Followers rated leader inconsistency on the ILB-4 
items on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly 
Agree). The survey also contained follower-rated measures 
of LMX (based on LMX-7, Liden & Graen, 1980, α = 0.90) 
and visionary leadership (5 items, De Hoogh et al., 2004, 
α = 0.86).

Fig. 2 The effects of inconsistent 
leader behavior (ILB-4, IS-inc, 
and C-inc) on outcomes and the 
relationships between the vari‑
ables.   Note The numbers indi-
cate the estimates for wave 1, 
the numbers in parentheses the 
estimates for wave 2. Dashed 
lines represent the relationships 
between C-inc and outcomes. * 
p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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We performed a confirmatory factor analysis on the 
four ILB items. Results again showed that the one-factor 
model fitted the data well, χ2 (2, N = 631) = 18.850, p < 0.01, 
CFI = 0.981, TLI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.116, SRMR = 0.02. 
While the RMSEA fit statistic was higher than desirable, this 
does not have to be problematic, because RMSEA fit sta-
tistics 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 other fit indices met thresholds. The ILB-4 
again showed high internal consistency (α = 0.82), support-
ing its viability. It had a mean of 3.25 and a standard devia-
tion of 1.21.

Table 12 reports the means, standard deviations, correla-
tions, and reliabilities. ILB correlated positively with leader 
narcissism (r = 0.12, p < 0.01) and negatively with visionary 
leadership (r = -0.30, p < 0.01), LMX (r = -0.41, p < 0.01) 
and follower performance (r = -0.25, p < 0.01), supporting 
its nomological validity in a multi-source sample.

Study 7: Content Validation and Discriminant Validity 
of the ILB‑4

Some leader behaviors show conceptual overlap and mostly 
moderate (some high) empirical correlations with our ILB-4 
(i.e., behavioral variability, behavioral integrity, flexible 
leadership, paradoxical leadership, and abusive supervision). 
To test whether the items of the ILB-4 capture ILB rather 
than these other variable leader behaviors, we conducted 
a (preregistered) content validation study (https://​osf.​io/​
bhm7u/?​view_​only=​2878f​0322b​894e7​58d27​e1c41​c2b4d​
4d) using a procedure described by Anderson and Gerbing 
(1991) and Colquitt et al. (2019). All participants were naïve 
judges, as recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1991), 
and were recruited from Prolific (N = 97). Participants were 
paid $2.10 for participation. Fifty-two participants were 
male (53.6%) with an average age of 31.95 (SD = 10.36). 
Average job tenure was 5.74 years (SD = 5.58), and tenure 
with the leader 3.84 years (SD = 3.80).

Participants were asked, for each item of the ILB-4 and 
the items of the related constructs (behavioral variability, 
behavioral integrity, flexible leadership, paradoxical leader-
ship, and abusive supervision), to decide to which concept 
and definition it fitted best. For each of the five comparisons 
of ILB-4 with another behavior, we calculated the proportion 
of substantive agreement (psa, definitional correspondence) 
and the substantive-validity coefficient (csv, definitional dis-
tinctiveness) as a fit index (cf. Colquitt et al., 2019). Higher 
values of psa reveal that a scale’s items correspond more 
closely to the construct’s definition. Higher values of csv 
indicate that a scale’s items correspond more closely to the 
construct’s definition than to the definitions of other con-
structs. Based on the guidelines provided by Colquitt et al. Ta
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(2019), the content validity of the ILB-4 ranged from strong 
to very strong (all psa’s > 0.76), and the discriminant validity 
of the ILB-4 similarly ranged from strong to very strong 
(all csv’s > 0.52). These results offer additional evidence for 
the validity of the ILB-4. Table 13 shows the results of the 
content validation study.

Incremental Prediction of the ILB‑4 Over and Above Related 
Leadership Constructs

For each of the outcomes measured in our first 6 studies, we 
conducted separate analyses to test whether the ILB-4 had 
an incremental predictive effect relative to the other, related 
leadership constructs. Similar to the approach by Hoch et al. 
(2018), we conducted separate hierarchical regression analy-
ses to test whether the ILB-4 had an incremental predictive 
effect over and above behavioral variability, abusive super-
vision, behavioral integrity, paradoxical leader behavior, 

bottom-line mentality, flexible leadership, and leader narcis-
sism. Detailed results can be found in the online supplemen-
tary materials. Our findings show that our ILB-4 consistently 
explained incremental variance in outcomes that are closely 
linked to the core of ILB (i.e., emotional exhaustion, stress, 
and uncertainty) above scales measuring related leader 
behavior (with the only exception of behavioral integrity, 
where the ILB-4 did not explain unique variance for emo-
tional exhaustion and stress). Furthermore, the ILB-4 also 
consistently showed unique incremental predictive power 
relative to other related leadership constructs for outcomes 
that are more proximal to leadership (LMX and satisfaction 
with the leader), but less consistently for more general (and 
hence distal) outcome variables like job satisfaction, role 
clarity, and OCB.

Discussion

The increased pace of change affecting organizations led to 
a surge of research interest in flexible and adaptive leader-
ship (Burke & Cooper, 2004; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). How-
ever, the dark and unethical side of behavioral variability, 
that is inconsistency, has only recently received attention. 
Building on recent work that conceptualizes leader incon-
sistency (Schilling et al., 2022; Van Gerven et al., 2022), 
we summarize the literature on constructs related to leader 
inconsistency and behavioral variability. We complement 
the approach taken by Schilling et al (2022) by assuming 
a slightly different perspective on inconsistency. Rather 

Table 11   Study 5: Means, 
standard deviations, and 
correlations

N = 231. Reliabilities in parentheses. Gender coded 1 = male, 2 = female. ** p < .01

M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. ILB-4 2.38 .92 (.89)
2. Follower gender 1.06 .29 .05
3. PLB 3.54 .63 −.65** −.09 (.93)
4. Follower satisfaction 

with the leader
3.82 .98 −.70** −.06 .79** (.94)

5. Role clarity 2.36 .74 −.46** .06 .44** .48** (.84)

Table 12   Study 6: Means, 
standard deviations, and 
correlations

N = 631. Reliabilities in parentheses on diagonal. Gender coded 1 = male, 2 = female. * p < .05, ** p < .01

1. ILB-4 3.25 1.21 (.82)

2. Follower age 33.44 12.75 −.21** –
3. Follower gender 1.53 .5 −.01 .11** –
4. Tenure with supervisor 3.69 5.32 −.03 .40** .01 –
5. Leader narcissism 3.97 .85 .12** −.14** −.09* −.05 (.87)
6. Visionary leadership 5.56 .96 −.30** .05 .09* .02 .04 (.86)
7. Leader-Member Exchange 5.49 .87 −.41** .08* −.02 −.00 −.11** .64** (.90)
8. Follower performance 5.23 .83 −.25** .08* .10* .07 .06 .18** .22** (.89)

Table 13   Study 7: Results of the content validation study

N = 97

Comparison Variables psa csv Classification

1 ILB – Behavioral variability .77 .53 Strong
2 ILB – Behavioral integrity .85 .69 Very strong
3 ILB – Flexible leadership .85 .71 Very strong
4 ILB – Paradoxical leader 

behavior
.87 .74 Very strong

5 ILB – Abusive supervision .96 .91 Very strong
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than focusing on the long-term process of sense-making, 
we focus on the outcome of erratic and unpredictable leader 
variability (either over time or in the moment) in terms of 
follower perceptions of inconsistent leader behavior.

We developed an evaluative measure of inconsistent 
leader behavior, the ILB-4. This instrument offers a general 
and overarching way to measure perceptions of leader incon-
sistency. Different sources may exist for these perceptions, 
including leaders acting inconsistently over time (similar to 
the conceptualization of inconsistent leadership by Schilling 
et al., 2022), but also short-term or incidental fluctuations 
in leader behavior (e.g., a leader erratically treating col-
leagues differently, or a leader treating the perceiver differ-
ently within a short timeframe). Compared to more specific 
measures of behavioral variability used earlier (e.g., behav-
ioral integrity, Dineen et al., 2006), the ILB-4 scale captures 
a broader construct. The scale has four items, making this 
a parsimonious measure, easy to use in empirical research. 
The ILB-4 proved to be reliable and unidimensional and 
related to several constructs in the ethics (e.g., ethical leader-
ship, abusive supervision, bottom-line-mentality) and well-
being area (e.g., emotional exhaustion, stress) in predicted 
ways. Table 14 summarizes our predictions and findings 
regarding the nomological network of ILB.

As expected, ILB is positively correlated with abusive 
supervision, bottom-line mentality, narcissism, and the 
more specific inconsistency scales we developed (incon-
sistency 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, ILB 
correlated negatively with behavioral integrity, visionary, 
ethical and flexible leadership, as well as paradoxical leader 
behavior on the leader side. On the follower side, it corre-
lated negatively with job satisfaction, satisfaction with the 
leader, LMX, OCB, performance, role clarity, and internal 
locus of control. Overall, the consistency of the patterns 
found in our different samples supports the viability of ILB. 
Across our first six studies, we were able to begin establish-
ing the nomological network of ILB, demonstrating expected 
relationships with various follower attitudes and behaviors.

A particularly interesting finding is that inconsistent 
leader behavior is exclusively perceived negatively, and 
followers differentiate between inconsistent and more 
neutrally or positively oriented behavioral variations. Our 
research demonstrates that behavioral variability per se is 
not perceived as negative and is not related to uncertainty 
and emotional exhaustion, as shown in Study 1. However, 
unpredictable variation is seen negatively. Our measure of 
perceived inconsistent leader behavior accounted for addi-
tional variance in several relevant outcome variables (e.g., 
stress, uncertainty, emotional exhaustion) above the measure 
of behavioral variability as evidenced in Studies 1 and 4. 
Also, more positive forms of leader variability, such as flex-
ible leadership, are negatively related to ILB. This suggests 
that what makes behavior erratic and inconsistent in the eyes 
of followers is the unpredictability of the variability, rather 
than the mere fact that behavior can vary.

Table 14   Predictions and 
findings of relationships 
between ILB and important 
correlates

Construct Predictions Findings

Nomological validity: leadership styles and characteristics
 Flexible leadership
 Paradoxical leader behavior
 Behavioral integrity
 Visionary leadership
 Ethical leadership
 Abusive supervision
 Bottom-line mentality
 Leader narcissism

−
−
−
−
−
 + 
 + 
 + 

−
−
−
−
−
 + 
 + 
 + 

Nomological validity: follower attitudes and outcomes
 Job satisfaction
 Satisfaction with the leader
 LMX
 OCB
 Follower performance
 Role clarity
 Counterproductive work behavior
 Uncertainty
 Stress
 Emotional exhaustion
Nomological validity: follower characteristics
 Follower neuroticism
 Follower internal locus of control
 Follower tolerance of ambiguity

−
−
−
−
−
−
 + 
 + 
 + 
 + 
 + 
−
−

−
−
−
−
−
−
 + 
 + 
 + 
 + 
 + /0
−/0
0
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Additionally, we developed more specific scales measur-
ing two facets of perceived leader inconsistency. Although 
the more specific measures were reliable and correlated 
with other constructs as predicted, they did not explain 
additional variation in the related constructs above the ILB-
4. Therefore, we recommend using the facet-specific scales 
primarily in future research that is specifically focused on 
(one of) the facets, for example, research delving into more 
specific potential differential effects that may occur (or for 
example for differences between what occurs for different 
groups of employees). 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 well-being outcomes. Yet, for most research purposes 
the general ILB-4 may be sufficient.

Our research builds on work on positive leader behavioral 
variability (e.g., Simons, 2002; Zhang et al., 2015), spe-
cific types of inconsistency (e.g., word-deed inconsistency, 
Dineen et al., 2006), and conceptual work on leader incon-
sistency focused on the process of sensemaking (Schilling 
et al., 2022). Through our newly developed scale, we empiri-
cally investigate ILB in general terms. We show that our 
measure of ILB consistently predicts incremental variance 
over and above other negative or varying leadership styles 
and behaviors (e.g., abusive supervision, flexible leadership) 
in outcome variables related to the core of its definition (i.e., 
emotional exhaustion, stress, and uncertainty) or those being 
specifically focused at the leader (LMX, satisfaction with 
the leader). Taken together, our findings provide evidence 
for the importance and relevance of this new construct and 
suggest that the list of perceived destructive and unethical 
leadership styles (e.g., Schyns & Schilling, 2013) can be 
extended with inconsistent leader behavior. Inconsistency 
may form a particularly relevant negative form of leader 
behavior as its mean score in all our studies was higher than 
that of most destructive leader behaviors (for example abu-
sive supervision), suggesting that inconsistency is likely per-
ceived to occur more often than other destructive behaviors.

Practical Implications

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. Our research sug-
gests this behavior can distract followers, lead to uncer-
tainty, cause stress, and eventually even burnout. As such, 
it is important that organizations and their leaders 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 lead-
er’s behavioral variability is understandable and adaptive 
or not. Leader training might help leaders realize that they 
must avoid seeming erratic 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 leaders when it comes to their 
unpredictable behavioral variability may also help. If fol-
lowers can speak up and make their leaders aware that their 
behavior seems inconsistent, this offers leaders an oppor-
tunity to explain and reduce perceived unpredictability and 
other negative follower reactions.

Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future 
Research

Taken together, the studies presented here have several 
strengths. Our samples encompass employees from a mix 
of industries, and we provide consistent empirical evidence 
across seven studies, including multi-source and time-lagged 
data. Another strength of our research is the extensive inves-
tigation of nomological validity. Despite these strengths, we 
also acknowledge limitations. A potential limitation con-
cerns the extent to which our measure consistently predicts 
incremental variance compared to related constructs across 
our studies. When it comes to predicting broad, more gen-
eral outcomes, such as OCB and job satisfaction, ILB-4 
does not consistently predict incremental variance. How-
ever, for outcomes that are conceptually closer to ILB, such 
as uncertainty, stress, and satisfaction with the leader, the 
ILB-4 does consistently explain incremental variance. This 
is in line with earlier findings that show that moral leader-
ship styles, compared to transformational leadership, explain 
unique variance in some, often domain-specific outcomes, 
but not in all outcomes (e.g., Hoch et al., 2018). We fur-
ther recognize that ILB shows some degree of overlap with 
related constructs of leader variability. Yet, even higher cor-
relations between different yet related leadership styles were 
found before in meta-analyses (e.g., Banks et al., 2016; Hoch 
et al., 2018), and the results of our content and discrimina-
tory validity analyses show that ILB meaningfully adds to 
leadership theory and practice.

Next, we studied correlations between different follower 
and leader-related characteristics and ‘outcomes’ on the one 
side and ILB on the other side. We cannot infer causality 
based on these findings. For example, perceiving inconsist-
ency in one’s leader can cause the perceived quality of the 
relationship between leader and follower (LMX) to dete-
riorate. Alternatively, if followers dislike their leader, they 
might be prone to perceive more inconsistency. Our Study 
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3 shows that perceptions of ILB at time 1 also relate to out-
comes measured four weeks later. Considering that incon-
sistency can also refer to variability over time, the specific 
or most typical duration of such timeframes remains unclear. 
For future research, it would be interesting to study ILB 
using a longitudinal design in which participants fill in the 
ILB-4 multiple times over a longer period of time. In such 
a study, scholars could also look into the effect of mood on 
perceptions of inconsistency, which is also mentioned in the 
conceptual work by Schilling et al. (2022).

Another limitation concerns the influence of the personal-
ity traits of both the leader and the follower. Regarding the 
latter, we included three personality characteristics in Stud-
ies 3 and 4 and found mixed results, suggesting potential 
boundary conditions for the influence of follower personal-
ity on their perceptions of inconsistency. Beyond follower 
personality, other characteristics or contextual aspects might 
play a stronger role in whether or not inconsistency is per-
ceived (e.g., the salience or clarity of the inconsistency cue). 
Regarding leader personality, we only included narcissism 
and found a positive correlation with followers’ perceptions 
of ILB. Another variable that might be of interest in certain 
contexts is leaders’ need for chaos (Petersen et al., 2023). 
Leaders with a high need for chaos may be more likely and 
may even enjoy to create chaos, and one way to do that is by 
deliberately displaying inconsistent unpredictable behavior. 
Future research could include more traits on both the fol-
lower and the leader side and test how these relate to ILB.

Related to the above, a wider concern in the leadership 
field is potential measurement error inherent in measures 
relying on subjective perceptions of leader behavior. As 
noted, these perceptions may arise not just from leader 
behavior, but also from perceivers’ characteristics and states 
and from characteristics of the context. Our focus here was 
not on measuring objective inconsistency in leader behav-
ior as the experience of ILB as unpredictable and erratic 
is a crucial element of our definition that may be hard to 
capture with objective measures. Our measure reflects the 
idea that followers’ reactions to leadership ultimately rely 
on how followers perceive and interpret a leader’s actions 
and behaviors (Hansbrough et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2010).

Objective measures of leader inconsistency allow for 
manipulation of inconsistency in experimental settings and 
enable controlled testing of the effects of extreme and unam-
biguous instances of erratic behavior. By contrast, subjective 
measures provide critical insights into real-world experi-
ences and workplace dynamics. We therefore encourage inte-
grating both subjective and objective measures in research 
on ILB to provide a more comprehensive understanding 
of inconsistency in leadership. Future research could, for 
instance, extend our work by designing experiments in 
which leader behavior is manipulated to be (unmistakably/ 

objectively) inconsistent, allowing for a clearer examination 
of individual differences in perceptions of inconsistency.

Final limitations regard the possibility of common source 
bias and the fact that we exclusively had samples from West-
ern countries and the outcomes might thus be affected by 
the cultural context (e.g., the Netherlands and the UK have 
highly individualistic cultures). In order to minimize the 
chances of common source 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 struc-
ture of our measure is stable across different samples and is 
also 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. Addressing the possibility of an effect 
of the cultural context, we suggest that future research exam-
ines the ILB-4 in a wider variety of samples from other cul-
tural contexts. Cultural differences in uncertainty avoidance 
and power distance may, for example, be relevant here. Fur-
thermore, 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.

Recent papers on leader (in)consistency signal the rel-
evance of the construct of leader inconsistency (Schilling 
et al., 2022; Simons et al., 2022; Van Gerven et al., 2022). 
We believe that studying specific dimensions of inconsist-
ent leader behavior (consideration and initiating structure), 
and their antecedents and outcomes is relevant. Perceived 
inconsistency on people-oriented behavior may be more 
strongly related to affective outcomes (arguing that a leader 
who is sometimes kind and sometimes mean creates socio-
emotional uncertainty), whereas perceived inconsistency on 
task-oriented behavior may be more strongly related to cog-
nitive (work-related) outcomes (arguing that a leader who is 
sometimes clear in the instructions and sometimes unclear 
creates task unclarity or role ambiguity). Future research 
could study this in more detail using our specific scales and 
asking participants for their attributions of the perceived 
inconsistency.

Ethical Implications of Inconsistent Leader Behavior

Since consistency is a central element of ethical and fair 
behavior, our research on ILB also has ethical implications. 
First, ethics are an important part of the social context, and 
the social context in which leaders act plays an important 
role in shaping followers’ perception of leader behavior and 
style. For example, uncertainty enhances the preference for 
narcissistic leaders (Nevicka et al., 2013) and the degree 
to which a work environment is stable (versus dynamic) is 
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related to how charismatic and transactional leaders are per-
ceived to be (De Hoogh et al., 2005). As such, it is likely that 
the work context also affects the perception of ILB.

Understanding the norms, values, and expectations of 
individuals in an environment can help in understanding 
why certain behaviors are perceived as inconsistent. Based 
on the discussion of Zhang et al. (2015) on the difference 
between the Western ‘either-or’ orientation and the yin-yang 
‘both-and’ orientation in which dualities are not absolutely 
separate (Zhang et al., 2015, p. 541), one might expect fol-
lowers in the latter group to perceive less inconsistency. As 
also noted above, future research could study contextual and 
cultural boundary conditions in the perception of ILB.

Such an approach relates more generally to the question 
whether stable traits like character or behavioral consist-
ency exist in the ethics domain. A situationalist approach 
in ethics argues that there is no stable character-like trait 
that manifests in consistent ethical behavior across situa-
tions (e.g., Doris, 2002). Rather, ethical behavior varies and 
is motivated by complex, sometimes very subtle situational 
factors we need to explore (e.g., Doris, 2005). Investigating 
the stability of ILB and its sensitivity to situational influ-
ences could further inform the debate on the stability of 
ethically relevant traits.

Second, from the perspective of virtue ethics, leader 
inconsistency can be problematic, if it reflects a lack of vir-
tues such as integrity, reliability, and honesty. Similar to 
theory on fairness and justice (Leventhal, 1980), virtue eth-
ics focuses on the value of consistency. Here, we look at 
perceived inconsistency of leaders in general. Future studies 
could apply a more trait-like approach and study the moral 
character of the leader and his/her commitment to ethical 
principles. Even though such an approach has been criticized 
in the past (e.g., Doris, 2002), there is also some empiri-
cal evidence showing (at least some) stability of individual 
differences in moral behavior (e.g., Bollich et al., 2016). 
Further exploring these findings, the relationship between 
consistency-related traits on the one hand and perceptions 
of inconsistency on the other hand could be tested.

Finally, applying a rules-based lens to ILB could pro-
vide insights regarding the extent to which perceptions of 
inconsistency are based on followers finding that their leader 
deviates from ethical standards. For example, leaders who 
frequently change their behavior without clear justification 
may be seen as violating principles of fairness and transpar-
ency. Future studies could look into attributions followers 
make about their leader’s behavior.

Conclusion

Despite several leadership theories emphasizing the effec-
tiveness of adaptive leader behavior, varying one’s approach 
might have adverse consequences when such behavior is 
perceived as inconsistent. We contribute to the literature 
by further developing the notion of perceived inconsistent 
leader behavior and developing the ILB-4 as a parsimonious 
scale to measure it. We provide additional insights by testing 
the nomological network of ILB and 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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