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Abstract 

We assess the perceived impact of leaders humility (both self and other-reported) on team 

effectiveness, and how this relationship is mediated by balanced processing of information. Ninety-

six leaders (plus 307 subordinates, 96 supervisors, and 656 peers of those leaders) participate in the 

study. The findings suggest that humility in leaders (as reported by others/peers) is indirectly (i.e., 

through balanced processing) related to leaders’ perceived impact on team effectiveness. The study 

also corroborates literature pointing out the benefits of using other-reports (rather than self-reports) 

to measure humility, and suggests including humility into the authentic leadership research agenda. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As a virtue “that concerns human limits”, humility “makes some uncomfortable” (Owens et al., 

2012, p. 260), especially within the context of corporate world where competition, profit 

maximization, and pursuance of competitive advantage prevail as dominant narratives (Hühn 2014). 

Consequently, humility has been frequently and mistakenly considered a weakness indicating low 

self-esteem (Ou et al., 2014; Weiss, & Knight, 1980), a personality characteristic incompatible with 

the tough realities faced by leaders in modern and competitive organizations. Over the last years, 

however, such negative perspectives of humility have been changing. The significance of humble 

leadership has attracted more and more interest in recent years, mainly in the wake of corporate 

scandals attributed to the hubris, narcissism and arrogance of corporate executives (Argandoña 2014; 

Boje et al. 2004; Hühn 2014; Owens and Hekman 2012). The Economist (2013, p. 59) reasoned that 

“arrogance breeds mistakes” and that “If leadership has a secret sauce, it may well be humility”. The 

importance of humility is being increasingly recognized within the leadership context with several 

scholars claiming that this virtue is critical for leaders’ effectiveness (Collins 2001; Ou et al. 2014; 

Owens and Hekman 2012, 2015; Schrage 2015; Owens et al. 2013, 2015; Weick 2001). Argandoña 

(2014, p. online) argues that humility “is not just a personal desideratum but a fundamental quality of 

a good manager and good management”. Outside the corporate world, humility has been recognized 

and praised as a distinguishing quality in highly respected leaders such as Nelson Mandela (Cascio 

and Luthans 2014; The Economist 2013b), Abraham Lincoln (Goodwin 2005), and Pope Francis 

(Vallely 2013; “this air of humility is rapidly winning him authority”, Segreti 2013, p. 10).  

Despite calls for greater recognition of the significance of humility to leadership, the study of 

humility in leadership “is still in its infancy” (Tangney 2009, p. 483). As noted by Owens et al. 

(2012), most research on humility in leadership is theoretical, indicating the need for more empirical 

evidence on the outcomes of humble leadership (Owens and Hekman 2012). The current study 

contributes to the limited empirical literature on humility within leadership by exploring how 
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leaders’ humility relates to their perceived impact on team effectiveness. Also explored as a 

mediating factor is the leader’s balanced processing of information defined as the ability to analyze 

information objectively and to explore other people’s opinions before making decisions (Avolio and 

Mhatre 2012). While a number of authors have suggested that humility facilitates greater leadership 

effectiveness (Collins 2001; Morris et al. 2005; Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez 2004), the how and the 

why of this relationship remains unclear (i.e., through which mechanisms).  

We suggest that because humble leaders present greater “openness to new ideas, contradictory 

information, and advice” (Tangney 2009, p. 73), they adopt more balanced processing of 

information. Consequently, humble leaders have a wider and richer array of information and 

knowledge at their disposal, equipping them to make better informed decisions and act as more 

effective as team players (Fast et al. 2014). It is thereby likely that humble leaders are perceived as 

having a stronger impact on team effectiveness, with the balanced processing of information acting 

as one possible underlying mechanism of this process. We adopt a team level analysis, a procedure 

scarcely seen in empirical studies about humility in leaders (for exceptions, see Owens and Hekman 

2015, and Owens et al. 2015; Ou et al. 2014 involves an organizational level), although its pertinence 

is unquestionable considering the ongoing shift in modern organizations from work organized around 

individual jobs to team-based work (Kozlowski and Bell 2003). 

Before proceeding it is important to note that the study uses empirical data collected within the 

context of a leadership development program. Included within the program was a 360 degree 

feedback exercise covering the three factors considered in this paper: leader humility, balanced 

processing, and perceived impact of leadership on team effectiveness. Despite limitations inherent to 

the measurement instruments (including their content coverage), we hold that the data collected from 

different sources (the leaders themselves, their supervisors, their subordinates, and their peers) is 

worth sharing with scholars interested in studying humility in leadership.  
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We structure the paper as follows: Initially, we clarify how humility has been defined in the 

literature, as well as how leader humility is operationalized in this paper. We then discuss why 

humble leaders are perceived as having stronger impact on team effectiveness and suggest balanced 

processing as a possible mediator of this relationship. Subsequently, we present our methodology, 

discuss the main findings and limitations of the study, before presenting the main conclusions.  

 

HUMILITY DEFINITIONS, OPERATIONALIZATION, AND MEASUREMENT 

Derived from the Latin humilitas, which in turn comes from humus, which means “earth”, and humi, 

“on the ground” (Owens and Hekman 2012), humility is described as an essentially stable trait 

characterized by a self-view that recognizes other people as more significant than oneself. 

Accordingly, humility involves maintaining a grounded perspective of oneself in relation to others 

(Owens et al. 2012), facilitating those with humility in recognizing areas of strength and weakness 

both in themselves and others, and buffering them from developing superiority or inferiority 

complexes. While these descriptions of humility appear to accurately define the construct, in fact 

scholarly consensus on a definition of humility and its dimensions remains wanting (Ou et al. 2014).  

In the current study we adopt a parsimonious conceptualization of humility as we analyze data 

collected from a leadership development program which included a proxy of leader humility within 

the assessment instrument. Humility is therein operationalized as a combination of modesty, the 

ability to acknowledge one's mistakes, and a relatively low self-focus. Consequently, we adopt a 

view widely present in the literature, that “a moderate estimate of personal merits or achievement” 

(Tangney 2009, p. 485) is a component of humility but “does not capture other key aspects of 

humility such as a ‘forgetting of the self’ and an appreciation of the variety of ways in which others 

can be worthy” (see also Kachorek et al. 2004; LaBouff et al. 2012). While acknowledging that 

important features are absent from our operationalization of humility, and that some authors (e.g., 

Owens et al. 2013) consider humility and modesty as different although related constructs, we 
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nonetheless converge with other authors (e.g., Davis et al. 2013) by considering our measure a proxy 

of leader humility. Despite limitations inherent to the measurement instrument, we consider the data 

collected from four groups of sources (the leaders themselves, their supervisors, subordinates, and 

peers) to be worthy of consideration in the study of humility in leadership. 

Before proceeding, it is important to note that there has been skepticism among scholars 

concerning the validity of studying humility using self-report measures, due to the self-serving biases 

of such measures (Owens et al. 2013). While biases of this sort are not the exclusive domain of self-

report humility measures (Connelly and Ones 2010; Oh et al. 2011; Paulhus and Reid 1991), 

literature nonetheless suggests that other-report measures may provide more valid assessments. 

Tangney (2009) has argued that humility appears particularly unique as a personality construct that 

cannot be assessed via self-report methodologies. As an interpersonal quality, however, humility 

lends itself well to other-report as an alternative to self-report research approaches. Consequently, we 

include different types of raters, comparing self-reported humility with subordinate-reported, 

supervisor-reported, and peer-reported humility. 

 

LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES 

Perceived impact of leaders’ humility on team effectiveness 

A growing number of scholars have argued that leader humility is important to organizational/team 

effectiveness (Argandoña 2014; Owens and Hekman 2012; Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez 2004; Weick 

2001). In the modern organizational context characterized by high complexity and requirements for 

adaptability (Goddard and Eccles 2013; Weick 2001), a greater emphasis on the bottom-up aspects 

of leadership is necessary. Leaders who admit they do not have all the answers in a complex and 

unknowable world are more credible (Weick 2001). A leader who accepts mistakes and failures and 

embraces the unknown (Mangelsdorf 2015; Schrage 2015), along with maintaining a grounded self-

view and perspective of others, while acknowledging the team members’ strengths provides many 
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benefits for team effectiveness. We extrapolate that the benefits of humble leadership on team 

functioning might include a greater openness to new paradigms and a focus on exploration, a 

capacity to learn from others, a willingness to recognize personal failings or limitations, a greater 

likelihood of initiating efforts to learn and correct past mistakes, a willingness to follow advice, 

greater respect for those with more experience, the mentoring of juniors, and the avoidance of self-

complacency (Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez 2004). Overall, these actions may lead to greater team 

members’ satisfaction, affective commitment and engagement, individual and collective efforts in 

search of continuous adaptation and renewal, better team integration, greater innovation, and 

enhanced productivity (Ou et al. 2014; Owens and Hekman 2015; Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez 2004). 

Humble leadership supports innovation as team members feel safer and, in turn, freer to take on risks 

and experiment with new ideas (Owens and Hekman 2012). Feeling valued and respected by their 

humble leader, team members, both individually and collectively, develop stronger work engagement 

and higher collective efficacy. Consequently, they set more challenging team goals and are more 

persevering in pursuing them (Goncalo et al. 2008; Jung and Sosik 2003). Humble leaders are 

therefore more likely to face problems head-on rather than “slipping into denial” (Vera and 

Rodriguez-Lopez 2004, p. 405). Social exchange theory further suggests that humble leaders are 

better at developing strong social bonds with team members (Davis et al. 2013; LaBouff et al. 2012; 

Morris et al. 2005; Owens et al. 2013), which the team reciprocates with higher levels of 

performance and commitment (De Jong and Elfring 2010; Dirks and Ferrin 2002; Dirks and 

Skarlicki 2004; Leroy et al. 2012; Mishra and Mishra 2012; Podsakoff et al. 2012). It is thus 

plausible that leaders with greater humility enhance their followers’ and teams’ performance – 

effects that are potentially perceived by the team leader’s supervisor. Hence: 

Hypothesis 1: Leaders with more versus less humility are perceived as having a more positive 

impact on team effectiveness 
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Mediating effects of balanced information processing 

Next, we discuss how balanced processing may explain why humble leaders are perceived as 

facilitating greater team effectiveness. Balanced processing is a dimension of the authentic 

leadership construct (Avolio and Mhatre 2012) and represents the degree to which a leader 

objectively analyzes all relevant data before making decisions. The process of balanced processing 

involves soliciting views (including those of subordinates and peers) that challenge deeply-held 

personal beliefs, and processing information that contradicts an initial viewpoint (Avolio and Mhatre 

2012). Doing justice to Tangney (2009, p. 485), who identified “openness to new ideas, 

contradictory information, and advice” as a key feature of humble people, we posit that balanced 

processing of information may be an expression of a leaders’ humility: more versus less humble 

leaders tend to adopt more versus fewer balanced processing behaviors. A humble leaders’ grounded 

perspective toward themselves and others may lead them to develop open-mindedness (Damon, 

2004), admit areas of ignorance, have a stronger desire to learn (Argandonña 2014; Owens et al. 

2012; Weick 2001), and recognize that objectively analyzing all relevant data before drawing a 

conclusion facilitates better decision making (Chancellor and Lyubomirsky 2013; Owens and 

Hekman 2012; Owens et al. 2013; Tangney 2009; Van Dierendonck 2011). Soliciting views that 

challenge the leader’s personal deeply-held positions may be part of this process. In contrast, leaders 

who are eager to maintain a highly inflated view of themselves and are hypersensitive to threats 

against their self-esteem may lash out at others presenting ideas, perspectives, and proposals that 

threaten or challenge their self-concept (Baumeister et al. 1996; Kachorek et al. 2004). In short, as 

argued by Weick (2001, p. 102), “The leader willing to say ‘I don’t know’ is also a leader willing to 

admit, in Oscar Wilde’s wonderful phrase, ‘I’m not young enough to know everything’” (Kellman 

1999, p. 113). Acknowledging areas of personal ignorance is a good starting point for learning 

something through the employees’ inputs and perspectives. Hence: 

Hypothesis 2: More versus less humble leaders adopt more balanced processing behaviors. 
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In adopting balanced processing behaviors, leaders have at their disposal a richer array of 

information and knowledge, enabling them to make better informed, and consequently wiser 

decisions (Fast et al. 2014). Moreover, team members develop a stronger belief in their own 

effectiveness by having their views respected and valued and participating in decision processes (de 

Jong et al. 2005; Lester et al. 2002; Owens et al 2013; Peterson et al. 2012; Rego et al. 2013). An 

overall effect of such positive shared beliefs is enhanced team performance (Gully et al. 2002; 

Sivasubramaniam et al. 2002; Stajkovic et al. 2009). In summary, leaders’ balanced processing 

behaviors may promote team effectiveness, which is likely to be perceived by the leader’s 

supervisor. From this we derive: 

Hypothesis 3: Leaders who adopt more balanced processing behaviors are perceived as having 

stronger impact on team effectiveness. 

 

Considering that leader humility facilitates balanced processing behaviors (H2), which is likely 

perceived as having a positive impact on team effectiveness (H3), we hypothesize that balanced 

processing mediates the relationship between leaders’ humility and the perceived impact on team 

effectiveness. The relationship is not direct. Rather it is mediated by behavioral expressions of the 

leader’s humility, which facilitates the leader being perceived as having a more positive impact on 

team effectiveness. Balanced processing of information is one such behavioral expression or 

mechanism. By adopting balanced processing behaviors, the humble leader is able to make better 

decisions, facilitating greater team effectiveness; an impact that is perceived by “significant others” 

(Shah, 2003) including peers. Considering the above arguments and because other mediating 

mechanisms may also operate, the following partial mediation is hypothesized: 

Hypothesis 4: Leaders’ balanced processing partially mediates the relationship between leader 

humility and his/her perceived impact on team effectiveness. 
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METHOD 

Sample and procedures 

Ninety six middle level managers (83.30% male; mean age: 35.3 years, SD: 3.6) from different 

organizations (sectors: energy, consulting, software, telecommunications, electronics, pharmaceutical 

and health-care, banking, retail, and IT) collaborated in the study. All were participants in a 

leadership development program conducted in a MBA subject (provided in partnership between two 

European/Portuguese business schools and a US top business school). Embedded within the program 

was a 360 degree feedback exercise assessing characteristics such as leader humility, balanced 

processing of information, and perceived impact on team effectiveness. The exercise was completed 

on a secure web platform by four categories of respondents (supervisors, peers, subordinates, and the 

leader him/herself). Peers and subordinates were selected by the leaders participating in the program 

with the following instructions: “(a) the leader should choose diverse peers and subordinates, with 

whom (s)he has had positive and less positive relationships; (b) the length of the working 

relationship with the informant should be at least six months; and (c) the peers could be current or 

former associates”. Participants were also told the exercise was conceived for developmental 

purposes only. In all, data from 307 subordinates and 656 peers was collected (along with data from 

the targeted 96 leaders and from their direct supervisors). Thirty-nine leaders were described by two 

subordinates, 24 by three, 19 by four, and 14 by at least five subordinates. Eight leaders were 

described by two to three peers, 16 by four to five, 36 by six to seven, and 36 by at least eight peers.  

 

Measures 

All variables were measured with a 7-point scale. Individuals were asked to rate the degree to which 

various statements applied to a specific leader (or themselves [to me]) (1: “the statement does not 

apply to this leader [to me] at all”; (…); 7: “the statement applies completely to this leader [to me]”). 
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As described below, subordinate-report and peer-report data on humility, and peer-report data on 

balanced processing were operationalized by aggregating the data at the leader level.  

Humility was measured with four items, one adapted from Park, Peterson, and Seligman 

(2004), and another from Dennis and Bocarnea (2005). Two further items were created specifically 

for the 360 degree tool. One item (“When not knowing the answer to a problem, he/she admits 

he/she doesn’t know”), was removed from the analysis for two reasons (the other three items are 

included in Table 1). First, the Cronbach Alpha for the self-reported data was .56 when the item was 

included. Second, the principal component analysis revealed that although three expected factors (of 

items measuring humility, balanced processing, and perceived impact on team effectiveness) 

emerged with eigenvalues higher than 1, the removed item presented ambivalent loadings with data 

from some of the samples. It is possible that, in the Portuguese high power distance culture (Hofstede 

1991), assumptions of “not knowing” emerges within the minds of leaders’ (and followers) as a 

weakness rather than a virtue. Overall, while such a parsimonious measure of humility may suffer 

from low content coverage, it is consistent with Davis et al.’s (2010, p. 249) recommendation for 

using “simple, valid measures of humility judgments”. Cronbach Alphas are .62 (self-reported data), 

.82 (data from the supervisors), .81 (data from peers, at the individual level; aggregated level: .92), 

and .73 (data from subordinates, at the individual level; aggregated level: .84). 

Balanced processing of information was measured with four items designed specifically for the 

360 degree tool (Table 1), and worded to represent the construct definition (Avolio and Gardner 

2005). Cronbach Alphas are .63 (self-reported data), .87 (data from the supervisors), .84 (data from 

peers, at the individual level; aggregated level: .89), and .83 (data from subordinates, at the 

individual level; aggregated level: .89). 

Perceived impact on team effectiveness* was measured with three items designed specifically 

for the 360 degree tool (Table 1), drawing from Awamleh and Gardner’s (1999) measure of 

                                                             
* A portion of these data is used in another paper that reports other dependent and independent variables (Authors). 
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leadership effectiveness. A sample item is: “The way he/she acts is crucial to the team’s 

effectiveness”. Cronbach Alphas are .78 (self-reported data), .86 (data from the supervisors), .88 

(data from peers, at the individual level; aggregated level: .92), and .87 (data from subordinates, at 

the individual level; aggregated level: .88). 

Control variables of the leader’s age and gender were included as they are relevant to several 

aspects of leadership (Ayman and Korabik 2010; Barbuto et al. 2007; Gilbert et al. 1990). Leader’s 

trustworthiness was also included for control as trust is related to leaders’ humility (Mishra and 

Mishra 2012; Owens and Hekman 2012; Van Dierendonck 2011) and leadership effectiveness 

(Caldwell et al. 2010; Crossley et al. 2013; Dirks and Skarlicki 2004). A single item (“Is a person 

that one can trust”; Rego and Cunha 2008) was used to measure trustworthiness, a procedure that, 

although not ideal, has been used successfully in organizational research (Crossley et al. 2013). We 

consider the approach less problematic when used for measuring control variables, as in the current 

study. 

 

Confirmatory factor analysis 

A CFA (LISREL; maximum likelihood estimation) was carried out using data from the four rater 

categories to test the three-factor model: humility, balanced processing, and perceived impact on 

team effectiveness. As trustworthiness was measured using a single item, it was not included. A 

well-fitted 10-item model emerged (Table 1) from the data derived from peers and subordinates (at 

both the individual and aggregated levels), and from supervisors, but the fit indices for the self-report 

data were not satisfactory. A possible explanation is that humility influences how leaders describe 

themselves, not only in relation to humility but also with regard to their leadership behaviors and 

effectiveness (Judge et al., 2006). 

The three-factor model was compared with three alternative models. The first (two-factor) 

alternative model differs from the three-factor model by merging humility and balanced processing. 
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The second (two-factor) alternative model differs from the three-factor model by merging balanced 

processing and perceived impact on team effectiveness. The third (single-factor) alternative model 

merges all variables/indicators. For all comparisons, the three-factor model fits the data significantly 

better than the alternative models. For example, when individual data from peers are considered, 

significant changes were found between the three-factor model and the first (Δχ²(2) = 375.55; p ≤ 

.001), the second (Δχ²(2) = 624.88; p ≤ .001), and the third (Δχ²(3) = 1043.69; p ≤ .001) alternative 

models. For aggregated data, significant changes were found between the three-factor model and the 

first (Δχ²(2) = 143.59; p ≤ .001), the second (Δχ²(2)= 159.78; p ≤ .001), and the third (Δχ²(3) = 286.29; p ≤ 

.001) alternative models. These findings suggest that the three-factor model is appropriate for 

interpreting the data.  

_______________________ 

Table 1 about here 

_____________________ 

Procedures for reducing common method variance 

We conducted three procedures to reduce common method variance: First, perceived impact on team 

effectiveness was measured with data from leaders’ direct supervisors (Barrick et al. 1998). Second, 

the subordinate sample was split and data from one half were used to measure subordinate-reported 

humility, while data from the other half were used to measure leader’s trustworthiness. Third, the 

peer sample was also randomly split and the data from one half were used to measure humility while 

the data from the other half were used to measure balanced processing. Our inclusion of self-report 

humility within the dataset was not problematic for common method variance, as self-report was not 

used to measure other variables. As the dependent variable was measured with data from direct 

supervisors, humility as reported by these respondents was not used to test the hypothesized model.  

Following the above-mentioned procedures, we used data from different respondents to 

measure all of the variables within our model, including trustworthiness (used for control). 

Randomly splitting the peer and subordinate samples to measure the different variables was justified 
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as appropriate for two reasons. First, the relationship between peer-reported humility and peer-

reported balanced processing was much stronger when the respective data proceeded from the same 

raters/peers (r = .67, p ≤ .001) than when the data came from different raters/peers (r = .38, p ≤ .001). 

Second, the relationship between subordinate-reported humility and subordinate-reported 

trustworthiness was stronger when the respective data proceeded from the same raters/subordinates 

(r = .62, p ≤ .001) than when it came from different raters/subordinates (r = .24, p ≤ .05).  

 

Aggregating data at the leader level 

The appropriateness of aggregating data from subordinates (trustworthiness and humility) and peers 

(humility and balanced processing) at the leader/team level was tested using several statistical 

analyses. ICC(1), ICC(2) and rwg(J) were estimated (Table 2). For calculating rWG(J), both a uniform 

(rectangular) null distribution and a slightly skewed distribution were assumed. It is reasonable to 

expect a slightly skewed distribution because of a possible leniency (severity) bias from the peers 

(subordinates) in describing the leaders. 

The rwg(J) values, considered in relation to a uniform distribution, are higher than .80. When 

considering a slightly skewed distribution, the rwg(J) values are higher than .70. All rwg(J) values are 

strong (LeBreton and Senter 2008). ICC(1) values are .14 (medium-large effect; LeBreton and Senter 

2008), .35 (large), .29 (large), and .14 (medium-large), respectively for trustworthiness as reported 

by subordinates, humility as reported by subordinates, humility as reported by peers, and balanced 

processing as reported by peers. ICC(2) values are .33, .78, .57, and .52, respectively. Although three 

values are above the 0.40-0.60 range (Ehrart et al. 2014), only one is higher than the .70 cutoff, and 

the value relative to trustworthiness is unsatisfactory. Regardless of the last finding relating to 

ICC(2), ICC(1) and rwg(J), aggregation of the data is nonetheless justified on the basis that that 

trustworthiness is used only for control. Moreover, accounting for the fact that ICC(2) is a function 

of unit size, it can be concluded that a low ICC(2) is not uncommon with small units (Ehrart et al. 
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2014), as is the case in the current study. Bieman and Heidemeier (2010) observe that decision 

quality is influenced only by ICC(1) affects in relation to statistical power, while power estimates 

remain unaffected by the height of the mean rWG. They further conclude that when ICC(1) and rWG 

indicators yield contradictory results, ICC(1) should be taken as the more appropriate indicator.  

_______________________ 

Table 2 about here 

_____________________ 

FINDINGS 

Table 3 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations. Trustworthiness (data from 

subordinates) correlates positively with humility as reported by subordinates. Humility scores 

proceeding from different raters do not intercorrelate, or intercorrelate only modestly. Self-reported 

humility correlates positively with humility as reported by the supervisor and humility as reported by 

peers. Humility as reported by the supervisor correlates positively with humility as reported by peers, 

balanced processing as reported by peers, and perceived impact on team effectiveness as reported by 

supervisors. Humility as reported by subordinates correlates positively with humility as reported by 

peers. Humility as reported by peers correlates positively with balanced processing as reported by 

peers. Balanced processing correlates positively with the perceived impact on team effectiveness.  

_______________________ 

Table 3 about here 

_____________________ 

The low number of raters per team/leader does not support performance of multilevel analysis. 

Alternatively, our use of path analysis, a subset of SEM (LISREL; maximum likelihood estimation) to 

test the hypothesized model, is not justifiable on two accounts. First, scholars (e.g., Goodhue et al. 

2012; Iacobucci et al. 2007; McIntosh et al. 2014) argue that SEM is preferable to regressions and 

PLS, even in the case of small sample sizes. Second, given the small sample size, we used composite 

measures for humility, balanced processing of information, and perceived impact on team 



The perceived impact of leaders’ humility on team effectiveness 
 

15	
	

effectiveness (i.e., for each construct the scores for respective items were averaged to form an overall 

construct score). Gender of the leader, age of the leader, and trustworthiness were included for 

control. Humility as reported by the supervisor was not included, as the dependent variable was 

measured with data from the same source, and would therefore inflate the relationship.  

The model fits the data well (e.g., SRMR: .08; GFI: .95; CFI: .90; IFI: .92), but no direct path 

between any indicator of humility and the perceived impact on team effectiveness is significant. The 

model without direct paths between indicators of humility and the impact on team effectiveness 

(Figure 1) fits the data well and suggests that peer-reported humility is related to the perceived 

impact on team effectiveness indirectly through balanced processing (the indirect effect is 

significant, as shown in Figure 1). No indirect effects are found for the relationship between self-

reported humility and perceived impact on team effectiveness (.02, ns), nor for the relationship 

between subordinate-reported humility and perceived impact on team effectiveness (.02, ns). An 

alternative model in which humility mediates the relationship between balanced processing and 

perceived impact on team effectiveness was also tested. The model makes sense in that observers 

may interpret balanced processing as an indicator of leader humility. Although some fit indices are 

satisfactory, others are not, and the paths between the three measures of humility and the perceived 

impact on team effectiveness are not significant. In short: while H2 and H3 are supported (for 

humility as reported by peers), H1 is not, and H4 is only partially supported. 

 

Figure 1 about here 

Post hoc analysis 

Considering literature suggesting that high (low) self-other agreement (SOA) in leadership 

measurement is associated with better (worse) leadership outcomes (Atwater and Yammarino 1997; 

Cerne et al., 2013; de Vries 2012; Fleenor et al. 2010), SOA in the measure of humility was also 

explored in relation to balanced processing and the perceived impact on team effectiveness. 



The perceived impact of leaders’ humility on team effectiveness 
 

16	
	

Although being a “modest” leader (i.e., self-reporting as a less humble leader than how peers report 

the humility of the leader in question) relates positively and significantly with balanced processing, 

this variable (i.e., self-describing in a “modest” way) does not present unique predictive value. 

Interactive effects between self- and other-reported humility was also tested with no significant 

effect identified.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Sources for measuring a leaders’ humility 

Before discussing the hypothesized model (Figure 1), issues concerning the raters of leader humility 

are worth considering. First, differences between informant-rated versus self-reported humility 

warrant further attention. In the study, correlations between self and other-reported humility are low 

and in some cases not significant (Table 3). Moreover, peer-rated humility versus self-reported 

humility is more strongly associated with balanced processing. These findings support the literature 

(de Vries et al. 2008; Rowatt et al. 2006) suggesting low agreement between self-other report 

measures. They further corroborate the skepticism of some researchers on the validity of measuring 

humility with self-report instruments (Owens et al. 2013; Tangney 2009). Nonetheless, self-reported 

humility did not correlate negatively with informant-reported humility, suggesting that the “modesty 

effect” (Davis et al. 2013) might not be as pervasive as assumed. Had the “modesty effect” operated 

negative correlations between self-reported humility and informant-reported humility would have 

emerged. 

The second issue worthy of further discussion concerns identifying the best informants to rate a 

leader’s humility. While peer-reported humility correlates positively with balanced processing (Table 

3), subordinate-reported humility does not. A possible explanation is that our measure of balanced 

processing was built with data from peers. Although different peers were used to measure humility 

and balanced processing, it is possible that humility “expressed” toward (some) peers reflects how 
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the leaders behave typically with (those and other) peers. Another possible explanation is the power-

asymmetry characterizing the leader-subordinate relationship, which might impel leaders to 

“express” (Owens et al. 2013) themselves less humbly toward their subordinates than toward their 

peers. While “hard” motivational tactics may work with subordinates, they are potentially less 

effective with peers, with whom “soft” motivational tactics requiring humility are possibly more 

effective. Subordinates may also interpret typical leadership behaviors (e.g. giving orders and 

reprimanding) as expressing low humility, inhibiting their ability to report the true humility of their 

leaders. It is also possible that even very humble leaders avoid some humility-related actions (e.g., 

apologizing) toward subordinates fearing that such behaviors will be interpreted as a weakness and 

thereby undermine their authority (Basford et al. 2013; Tucker et al. 2006). Such a possibility is 

more likely in cultures characterized by high power distance and modest human orientation (Ou et al. 

2014), as is the case in Portugal (Hofstede 1991), the country where this study was conducted, and 

where humility in leaders is also less valued than it is in other cultures (Mittal and Dorfman 2012). 

Future studies should continue expanding this research avenue and test whether humility as 

rated by various informants represents different types of “expressed humility” operating through 

varying mechanisms and giving rise to a variety of team outcomes. To illustrate, it might be that help 

received from peers rather than subordinates is more likely associated with the leader’s expressing 

greater humility toward his/her peers than from their subordinates. Future studies may also explore 

the predictive power of humility as reported by direct supervisors. We did not include this measure 

when testing our hypothesized model, as our dependent variable was measured with data from 

supervisors, and we sought to reduce common method variance. However, supervisor-reported 

humility (a) is significantly higher than self-reported (t = 2.75; p ≤ .01), subordinate-reported (t = 

2.89; p ≤ .01), and peer-reported (t = 2.17; p ≤ .05) humility, and (b) is more weakly related to 

balanced processing than peer-report humility (Beta: .22, p = .06 against .25, p ≤ .05). It is possible 

that power inequality causes leaders to “express” themselves more humbly toward supervisors (than 
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toward subordinates and peers) with the aim of creating positive upward impressions, appearing 

more likeable, receiving stronger support, and more quickly obtaining promotions (Blickle et al. 

2012; LaBouff et al. 2012). Future research should study if the humility “expressed” by leaders 

toward (rated by) their direct supervisors has consequences for how the supervisors act toward the 

leaders. Another issue worth considering is the comparatively modest score of self-reported humility 

(Table 3). One possible explanation is that the context of the leadership development program in 

which the data were collected may have led individuals to exercise constraint in their self-

descriptions. Anticipation that their “self-portrait” would be compared with a profile developed from 

the responses of others may have led them to avoid generating inflated self-portraits. In summary: 

the findings suggest that measuring leader humility is a complex endeavor worthy of further 

exploration. 

A last issue deserving a brief comment is evidenced in the post-hoc analysis where self-other 

agreement (SOA) in the humility measure does not relate to the mediating and the dependent 

variables. The finding is consistent with some literature suggesting that the “simultaneous 

consideration of both self- and others’ ratings is of little importance” and “the ratings of others are 

the most important factor in explaining leadership outcomes” (Fleenor et al. 2010, p. 1020; see also 

Brutus et al. 1999).  The finding thus contradicts other literature assuming that discrepant ratings 

may adversely influence leadership effectiveness (Atwater and Yammarino 1997; Fleenor et al. 

2010), and corroborates Fleenor et al. (2010, p. 1019) who argued that “the relationship between 

SOA and leader effectiveness is much more complex than initially conceptualized”. It is even 

possible that the complexity is reinforced by the very nature of humility. As argued by Tangney 

(2009, p. 487), “humility may represent a rare personality construct that is simply unamenable to 

direct self-report methods”. Future studies should continue to explore the issue by using other 

measures of humility (e.g., Ou et al. 2014; Owens et al., 2013) and relating them to other mediating 

and dependent variables. 
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Discussing the hypothesized model 

We now focus on the hypothesized model. Our empirical evidence suggests that: (a) leaders’ 

humility, as reported by peers, is related with their balanced processing behaviors, (b) leaders’ 

balanced processing is associated with the perceived impact on team effectiveness, and (c) leaders’ 

balanced processing mediates the relationship between leader humility and perceived impact on team 

effectiveness. Although the mediating effect is moderate, our findings emerge from data collected 

from different sources, reinforcing the study’s validity. The findings suggest that humbler leaders 

adopt more balanced processing behaviors with their team members, which contributes to the leader 

being perceived as more effective. It is possible that balanced processing behaviors help leaders to 

gather richer information, which improves decision-making, resulting in greater team effectiveness 

and enhanced perceptions of leaders impact on team effectiveness. The findings reported in this 

study support empirical evidence (e.g., Ou et al. 2014; Owens and Hekman 2012, forthcoming; 

Owens et al. 2013, forthcoming) indicating that humble leaders engender positive team attitudes and 

behaviors (such as greater engagement and team integration), enhanced learning orientation and 

work satisfaction, lower staff turnover, which contribute to leaders’ effectiveness in achieving team 

objectives.  

There maybe several explanations for the moderate mediating effect found in this study. One is 

the small sample size; another is that other mechanisms (e.g., psychological safety; psychological 

capital; organizational citizenship behaviors; team affective tone; and compassionate behaviors; Ou 

et al. 2014; van Dierendonck 2011) operate to create positive team outcomes. Future studies should 

include larger samples and test other mediating and moderating variables. For example, are humble 

leaders more effective in cultural contexts where humility is more valued (Mittal and Dorfman 2012; 

Oc et al. 2015; Owens et al. forthcoming)? Do humble subordinates, or those who place more value 

on humility, respond more favorably to humble leaders? Under what conditions is leader humility 
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more or less conducive to leadership effectiveness? As Owens and Hekman (2012) suggest, in some 

specific circumstances or environments, leader humility may be less conducive to leadership 

effectiveness.  

 

Limitations and future studies 

In addition to the limitations and possibilities for future research discussed above, others are worthy 

of further exploration. First, this study used data collected indirectly within a leadership development 

program wherein most informants (peers and subordinates) may have been biased, as they were self-

selected by the leaders themselves. Future studies should seek to avoid such a possible bias via the 

random selection of informants. On the other hand, given the developmental objective of the data 

collection, one can expect a genuine interest in the process from the participants.  

Second, we are aware that the method used here raises questions about the measurement 

instruments. Future studies should use measures already validated and with wider coverage in terms 

of content and dimensions (as done in the first study). Both humility and perceived impact on team 

effectiveness are multi-dimensional constructs, yet we treated them as one-dimensional. The 

reliability for self-reported humility is lower than .70, and although the value (.62) is considered 

acceptable by some authors, future studies should use more established measures (e.g., Davis et al. 

2011; de Vries et al. 2008;  Lee and Ashton 2004, 2006; Owens et al. 2013,	forthcoming).  

Third, some leaders were rated by only a small number of respondents (mainly 

subordinates), which may explain why some ICC(2) are lower than desirable. Future studies 

should include more raters as well as a more consistent number of raters per leader (Cooper and 

Richardson 1986).  

Fourth, future studies should use other measures of leadership effectiveness as a dependent 

variable, including measures of team member’s objective performance. In being rated by the 

supervisor, the dependent variable may have been affected by biased descriptions: the supervisor 
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may have felt that their judgments of the leader were indirectly judgments of themselves. We 

consider, however, that this risk is minimized by the anonymity of the process and the 

developmental objective of the data collection.  

Fifth, future studies may also consider other individual characteristics for control (e.g., 

narcissism; the HEXACO personality inventory; de Vries et al. 2008). Sixth, future studies may 

also explore the interactions of humility with other virtues, character strengths, and psychological 

traits (e.g., courage, perseverance) in producing effects on followers. Collins (2001) suggests that 

great leaders combine humility with strong personal will.  

Seventh, as a cross-sectional correlational study, our findings do not establish causality. One 

may consider, for example, that leaders behave more humbly (and adopt more balanced 

processing behaviors) toward teams that perceive them as more effective. Future studies should 

use longitudinal and experimental or quasi-experimental designs to assess causality.  

Finally, by suggesting that leader humility is related to balanced processing, a dimension of 

the authentic leadership (AL) construct (Avolio and Mhatre 2012), future studies may benefit 

from incorporating humility into the AL research agenda (Gardner et al. 2011). Considering the 

virtuous nature of AL, it is somewhat surprising that the AL literature has neglected humility as a 

predictor (Avolio and Mhatre 2012; Gardner et al. 2011). In fact, several demonstrations, or 

measurement indicators, of AL require or reflect humility (see ALI, Authentic Leadership 

Inventory, Neider and Schriesheim 2011; see also ALQ,	 Authentic	 Leadership	 Questionnaire;	

Copyright	©	 2007	 by	 Avolio,	 Gardner	&	Walumbwa). Examples are: (a) admitting mistakes 

when they occur, (b) listening carefully to different views before reaching a conclusion, (c) 

accurately describing how others view oneself, (d) being able to reevaluate one’s positions on 

important issues, and (e) asking for ideas that challenge one’s core beliefs. Scholars such as May 

et al. (2003, p. 249) argue that, “authentic leaders are humble and are less likely to feel the need to 

take center stage or demand anyone’s attention”.	Therefore,	although	it	 is	out	of	scope	of	this	
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paper	to	develop	an	in-depth	discussion	of	the	topic,	we	advance	that	future	studies	should	

ponder	 including	 humility	 as	 an	 AL	 component.	 This	 would	 imply	 reorganizing	 the	

dimensional	 structure	 of	 the	 AL	 construct,	 and	 eventually	 moving	 items	 measuring	 the	

“relational	 transparency”	 dimension	 to	 the	 “humility”	 dimension	 (e.g.,	 the	 leader	 “admits	

mistakes	when	they	occur”;	Neider and Schriesheim 2011).	

Treating	humility	as	a	possible	dimension,	or	component,	of	AL	would	involve,	however,	

important	 theoretical	 and	 empirical	 challenges,	 for	 at	 least	 two	 reasons.	 First,	 both	 humility	

and	 authenticity	 has	 been	 proposed	 as	 components	 of	 servant	 leadership	 (Van	Dierendonck	

2011;	van Dierendonck and Nuijten 2011; van	Dierendonck	 and	Patterson	2015).	 Considering	

such	a	convergence	between	different	leadership	theories	and	approaches,	researchers	should	

carry	out	significant	efforts,	both	individually	and	collaboratively,	to	clarify	the	field	and	reach	

towards	 a	 unified	 construct.	 A	 possible	 approach	 could	 be	 in	 forming	 a	 second-order	

constructs	(e.g.,	“responsible	leadership”;	“virtuous	leadership”;	“temperate	leadership”)	from	

several	first-order	constructs,	which	now	belong	in	different	constructs/models.	Second,	some	

dimensions	 may	 have	 a	 complex	 relationship	 with	 others.	 For	 example,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 be	

transparent	(a	dimension	of	AL)	without	being	humble.	A	narcissistic	and	abrasive	leader	may	

be	 transparent	 (i.e.,	 telling	 the	 hard	 truth,	 saying	 exactly	 what	 he	 or	 she	means;	 displaying	

emotions	exactly	in	line	with	feelings)	precisely	because	he	or	she	is	not	humble	enough	to	be	

silent	and	temperate	natural	impulses	(Owens	et	al.	forthcoming).	In	short	we	consider	that	the	

seemingly	 natural,	 although	 complex,	 relationship	 between	 humility	 and	 other	 leadership	

theories	 and	 constructs	 deserves	 significant	 efforts	 towards	 clarification	 by	 the	 scholarly	

community. 

 

Conclusion 
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Chancellor and Lyubomirsky (2013, p. 819) argue that humility “may be the most overlooked and 

underappreciated virtue”, including in current organizational practices (Chowdhury 2013; 

Edmondson 2012). The current study contributes to the emerging movement seeking to bring 

humility to leadership (Morris et al. 2005), making several contributions that may be further explored 

in future research. First, it indicates that humility is relevant to leadership and suggests a positive 

association between humble leadership and effective team performance. This influence may be 

explained by mediating mechanisms such as the leader’s balanced processing of information. Future 

studies should test the unique predictive value of other/complementary mediators. Second, the study 

corroborates literature suggesting that self-reported humility is not a valid measure of humility, with 

ratings from other informants being more reliable. Another issue concerns the most suitable kind of 

informant. We do not attempt to provide a definitive answer to this challenging question. There are 

theoretical reasons for considering peers, subordinates, and supervisors appropriate, and future 

studies should continue to explore if different raters are relevant for understanding how leaders 

“express” (Owens et al. 2013) different “humilities” toward a variety of interlocutors with various 

impacts upon these different targets. Third, we suggest incorporating humility into the authentic 

leadership research agenda (Gardner et al. 2011). 

Our study is not free of limitations. For example, the cross-sectional correlational design does 

not support causal relationships, indicating the need for other research approaches to determine 

causality. Nonetheless, our cautionary research approach of measuring a variety of variables using 

data from different sources adds validity to the study and provides strength to the implications for 

humble leadership theory. Relying upon humility as an important trait for selecting leaders may 

therefore be appropriate. Development programs emphasizing the importance of humility in 

leadership and countering notions of humility as a weakness and sign of low self-esteem also hold 

great promise and potential benefit.  
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Humility, like virtue in general, is valuable per se. It is crucial for providing the foundation for 

moral action within organizations and fostering positively deviant behavior (i.e., exceptional 

performance, gratitude actions, trustworthiness, altruistic behavior; Cameron and Caza 2004). 

However, as Cameron (2004, p. 770) suggested, “Virtuousness in organizations (…) is unlikely to 

capture attention without pragmatic outcomes”. Our study contributes by explaining how humility in 

leaders may result in important organizational benefits. 
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