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Despite the growing interest in perfectionism and its many facets, there is a lack of
research on this phenomenon in the context of leadership. Attending to this deficit,
the present study is the first to investigate the relationship between the three facets of
perfectionism (self-oriented, socially prescribed, and other-oriented perfectionism) and
three types of self-rated leadership behavior. In Study 1 (N = 182), leaders’ perfectionism
and its association to their organizational, goal-oriented leadership behavior—self-
rated as transactional (management by exception) and transformational leadership—is
explored. In Study 2 (N = 185), the relationship of leaders’ perfectionism to their
servant leadership as a people-centered leadership behavior is investigated. In line
with the perfectionism social disconnection model (PSDM), we assume other-oriented
and socially prescribed perfectionism to be positively related to management by
exception (i.e., monitoring behavior) and negatively related to transformational and
servant leadership, whereas the opposite pattern is primarily predicted for self-oriented
perfectionism. Our findings in Study 1 reveal a negative relationship between leaders’
self-oriented perfectionism as well as positive relationships to their other-oriented and
socially prescribed perfectionism in management by exception, while no substantial
correlations with transformational leadership have emerged. In Study 2, a negative
association between other-oriented perfectionism and the forgiveness dimension of
servant leadership is revealed, indicating a possible barrier to building interpersonal
relationships of acceptance and trust. Additionally, self-oriented perfectionism has been
proven to be a rather favorable trait in servant leadership.

Keywords: monitoring, servant leadership, multidimensional perfectionism, social disconnection, effective
leadership

INTRODUCTION

Setting ambitious goals and performing ideally is highly esteemed and desired, particularly in
Western society; consequently, a certain degree of perfectionism is almost taken for granted
(Spitzer, 2016) and substantially relates to engagement and motivation (Harari et al., 2018).
However, Forbes’ (2018) article “Overcoming the leadership perfection problem” (Britcher, 2018)
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suggests that perfectionism may be a key problem for leadership.
In practice, the topic is of significant concern; consulting
firms offer coaching for leaders on managing the pitfalls of
perfectionism, whereas in science (to the best of our knowledge)
the impact of perfectionism on leadership has not yet been
considered (Ocampo et al., 2020). While perfectionism has
been widely researched, especially with regard to its negative
implications in the clinical context (see Egan et al., 2011; Limburg
et al., 2017, for a review and meta-analysis), the lack of research
regarding its impact on leadership is unexpected, as this paucity
was mentioned 15 years ago (Flett and Hewitt, 2006). With this
study, we propose that leaders’ perfectionism is central to effective
leadership behavior, and we explore how facets of perfectionism
relate to specific forms of leadership behavior.

Effective leadership indicates that subordinates are satisfied
and committed, and their business units are high performing
(Luthans, 1988). As suggested by Hogan and Kaiser (2005),
the leader’s personality determines the performed leadership
behavior. Further, recent models by Derue et al. (2011) and
Zaccaro et al. (2018) integrate the leader’s personality in a
broader conceptual framework of leadership in which leader
traits directly result in specific behaviors. De Vries (2012)
empirically supports these suggestions by revealing strong
relationships between personality and the majority of leadership
behaviors. Early research on leadership has focused on leaders’
personal attributes, such as traits and skills. While skills are
conceptualized as the ability to perform effectively—for example,
interpersonally (Boyatzis, 1982)—traits are regarded as relatively
stable dispositions to specific behavior (Yukl, 2009). For example,
leadership motives and locus of control (McClelland and
Boyatzis, 1982; Howell and Avolio, 1993) are related to leadership
effectiveness. We build on these conceptual frameworks and
consider personality traits as antecedents of leadership, and we
propose that perfectionism is a relevant individual difference in
leadership behavior.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature in two
ways: We aim to extend knowledge in personality psychology
regarding perfectionism in its application to the leadership
context. Perfectionism—as a neglected personal attribute in
leaders—is defined as a personality trait that is characterized
by striving for flawlessness and having exceptionally high
standards for performance combined with tendencies to evaluate
one’s own or others’ behavior in an overly critical manner
(Frost et al., 1990; Flett and Hewitt, 2002). Second, from
the perspective of organizational psychology, we aim to
broaden our understanding of effective leadership behavior by
exploring a possible antecedent. Since perfectionism is seen as a
multidimensional construct, the question arises regarding which
dimensions of perfectionism may be detrimental or beneficial for
effective leadership behavior.

THEORY SECTION

In the following, we first describe the tripartite concept of
perfectionism along with the perfectionism social disconnection
model (PSDM). Next, we introduce our relevant leadership

concepts and aim to link leaders’ perfectionism with
the way they lead.

The Tripartite Model of Perfectionism
Early approaches describe perfectionism as a one-dimensional
construct (e.g., Burns, 1980); however, the model that currently
seems most appropriate is a multidimensional conceptualization
that considers that psychological processes and consequences
may differ between various dimensions of perfectionism
(Stoeber, 2018a). The multidimensional model of perfectionism,
introduced by Hewitt and Flett (1991), is one of the most
common models in perfectionism research (Stoeber et al., 2018).
Acknowledging that perfectionism has not only personal but
also social aspects, the model and its associated measure—
the multidimensional perfectionism scale (MPS; Hewitt and
Flett, 1991, 2004)—propose three dimensions of perfectionism
depending on source and direction: self-oriented, socially
prescribed, and other-oriented perfectionism.

Self-oriented perfectionism represents the intrapersonal
form of perfectionism and reflects unrealistic standards and
expectations that are internally motivated and directed toward
the self. It involves the assumption that striving for exceedingly
high goals and achieving perfection are of particular importance.
Additionally, self-oriented perfectionists are highly self-critical if
they fail to meet their own standards. This dimension has been
described as an ambivalent form of perfectionism associated with
both positive and negative outcomes (Enns and Cox, 2002).

Socially prescribed perfectionism is an interpersonal form of
perfectionism and includes beliefs that others have exceptionally
high standards and expectations. Though directed toward the
self, this form of perfectionism derives from the perception that
others attach considerable importance to being perfect. Socially
prescribed perfectionists fear negative social evaluations and
express concern over obtaining others’ approval; consequently,
this dimension is consistently related to psychological distress
(Enns and Cox, 2002; Stoeber et al., 2021).

As opposed to the previous dimensions, other-oriented
perfectionism is not focused on the self but on others.
This dimension describes an important interpersonal form of
perfectionism that involves extreme standards and expectations
toward others. Other-oriented perfectionists believe that it is
essential for others to be perfect, and they are highly critical of
others, especially if the others fail to meet these expectations.
Hewitt and Flett (1991) suggest that other-oriented perfectionism
leads to behaviors such as blame, distrust, and hostility
toward others. Unlike self-oriented and socially prescribed
perfectionists, other-oriented perfectionists do not personally
experience distress, but the targets of their demands do (Hewitt
et al., 1995; Hewitt and Flett, 2004).

Interpersonal characteristics and behaviors are central in the
PSDM (Hewitt et al., 2006), which represents an integrative
theoretical framework that explains how perfectionism
contributes to psychopathology through adverse social
interactions, cognitions, and associated negative outcomes
(Sherry et al., 2016). In brief, the model outlines social
disconnection as a mechanism for the relationship between
perfectionism and psychopathology. According to the
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model, perfectionism is related to unpleasant interpersonal
characteristics and behaviors that lead to difficulties in
developing and maintaining social relationships. The initial
social disconnection model refers only to socially prescribed
perfectionism and attributes key roles to interpersonal hostility
and high interpersonal sensitivity (Hewitt et al., 2006). The
expanded version of the model additionally applies to both of
the other forms of perfectionism (Sherry et al., 2016; Hewitt
et al., 2017). In other-oriented perfectionism, exceedingly
high demands toward others that are accompanied by hostility,
dominance, and disappointment may strain relationships (Sherry
et al., 2007) and lead to impaired social contacts and feelings of
isolation as others distance themselves (Hewitt et al., 2017).

Concerning self-oriented perfectionists, Sherry et al. (2016)
argue that their strong ambitions are likely to result in a hostile
and competitive mentality. Self-oriented perfectionists may
favor competition over cooperation, which consequently leads
to social disconnection. Socially prescribed perfectionism and
other-oriented perfectionism consistently demonstrate positive
relationships with indicators of social disconnection; however,
this is not the case for self-oriented perfectionism (Stoeber et al.,
2017). On the contrary, self-oriented perfectionism is positively
related to empathy, trust, caring for others, and social goals
in a recent series of studies, which indicates connection and a
prosocial orientation (Stoeber, 2014; Stoeber et al., 2017).

The PSDM is a valuable framework that has been applied
to investigate interpersonal consequences of perfectionism in
several contexts, such as private conflicts (Mackinnon et al., 2012)
or social exclusion and workplace conflicts (Kleszewski and Otto,
2020). In the present work, we aim to apply the core assumptions
of the model concerning perfectionism, rigid cognitions, and
adverse social interactions to the context of leadership behavior.
We consider early conceptualizations of leadership as “a relation
that exists between persons in a social situation” (Stogdill, 1974,
pp. 63–64); therefore, we examine leadership as another social
context in which perfectionism unfolds. Thus, we consider the
PSDM to be especially relevant for leadership behavior that
includes relational aspects and prosocial components (in our
case, transformational leadership and servant leadership).

Bridging Leaders’ Perfectionism With
Their Leadership Behavior
Research on leadership can be categorized in diverse ways, with
approaches that see leadership as an individual disposition, the
behavior of an individual, or a social exchange process. Whereas
early research investigated the individual dispositions of leaders,
focus soon shifted to the behaviors performed by leaders and
their behavioral constraints. More recently, leadership has been
conceptualized as a social exchange process. However, the oldest
leadership approach, i.e., exploring personal characteristics of the
leader have regained attention in leadership research in recent
years; for example, studies have examined the role of a proactive
personality or the Big Five for leadership behavior (e.g., Lam
et al., 2018; Sun and Shang, 2019). Building on this research, we
argue that leaders’ perfectionism could be another personality
antecedent that shapes effective leadership behavior. A recent

study so far has linked leader perfectionism (not assessed a
multidimensional concept though) with leader abusive behavior
(Guo et al., 2020).

Notably, research on effective leadership behavior has been
substantially influenced by the Ohio State and Michigan
leadership studies from the 1950s, which reveal that subordinates
view their leaders’ behavior primarily in terms of two categories:
consideration and initiating structure (Katz et al., 1951;
Katz and Kahn, 1952; Fleishman, 1953). We consider this
early distinction in our research by selecting both kinds
of leadership behaviors. Specifically, consideration relates to
leaders demonstrating concern for their subordinates and for
interpersonal relationships, while initiating structure refers to
leader behavior that focuses on task accomplishment. Even
today, 70 years later, recent leadership approaches can be
classified in forms that are more task- or organizationally goal-
oriented and those that are more people-centered. To reflect this
differentiation, we explore leadership behavior that is described as
monitoring or transformational as being primarily goal-oriented;
servant leadership is considered here as being mainly people-
centered.

In 1978, James MacGregor Burns first introduced the concept
of transactional and transformational leadership (Burns, 1978),
which can be classified as a goal-oriented way to lead. The
model was expanded by Bass (1985b), and today the theory
of transformational and transactional leadership is one of
the most dominant concepts in leadership research (Judge
and Piccolo, 2004); accordingly, it has attracted a substantial
amount of research (Waldman et al., 1990; Tatoglu and Erkutlu,
2008; Hoch et al., 2018). Transactional leaders who motivate
their subordinates through punishment and reward utilize the
dimensions of management by exception (passive and active)
for which negative associations with supervisor effectiveness,
subordinates’ motivation, and performance and satisfaction
with the leader have been noted (Judge and Piccolo, 2004;
Hinkin and Schriesheim, 2008). In contrast, transformational
leaders inspire their subordinates to perform better than
expected, which relates to enhanced job satisfaction, team
performance, and mental health (e.g., Braun et al., 2013; Scheel
et al., 2019). Goal-oriented leadership behavior is reflected
in the first study of the presented research through our
exploration of perfectionism as an antecedent of transactional
and transformational leadership behavior.

The demand for more ethical and considerate behavior in
organizational contexts and outcomes, such as employee well-
being and innovation (Van Dierendonck, 2011), has caused
leadership research to shift its focus toward relational or people-
centered ways of leadership (Avolio et al., 2009). Against this
background, servant leadership has recently attracted researchers’
attention (see Van Dierendonck, 2011; Parris and Peachey, 2013;
Eva et al., 2019; for reviews). Concerning outcomes, servant
leadership is related to greater effectiveness on individual and
organizational levels as well as enhanced well-being among
subordinates (Parris and Peachey, 2013; Eva et al., 2019).
According to a recent meta-analysis, this leadership style adds
incremental variance beyond transformational leadership in
outcomes such as employee engagement, work satisfaction, and
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commitment (Hoch et al., 2018). These results emphasize servant
leadership as a promising research approach. Nevertheless,
there is limited evidence that relates the characteristics of
the leader to servant leadership behavior, and antecedents
require further examination (Parris and Peachey, 2013; Liden
et al., 2014; Eva et al., 2019). Hence, in our second study,
we consider the dimension of people-oriented leadership and
explore the relationship of leaders’ perfectionism to their
servant leadership behavior. By doing so, we assume that both
other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism in leaders
strengthen less effective leadership behavior (management by
exception), while leaders’ self-oriented perfectionism relates
to effective leadership behavior (transformational and servant
leadership) and vice versa.

EMPIRICAL STUDIES

In the following, we describe the two empirical studies conducted
with German leaders who answered questions regarding how
perfectionism shapes their leadership behavior. Study 1 focuses
on the relationship of leaders’ perfectionism to goal-oriented
leadership behavior (i.e., transactional and transformational
leadership), whereas Study 2 aims to elucidate the people-
centered approach of servant leadership. For each study, we
first introduce the respective leadership theory and then derive
the hypotheses by linking the theory to potential antecedents
in the facets of other-oriented, socially prescribed, and self-
oriented perfectionism.

Study 1: Perfectionism and
Goal-Oriented Leadership
Study 1 serves three goals: Initially, we aim to provide evidence
that there is indeed a relationship between perfectionism in
leaders and their leadership behavior (proof of concept). Second,
by applying two opposing goal-oriented leadership approaches—
transactional and transformational leadership—we underscore
that the association of leaders’ perfectionism and leadership
behavior is true for more than one type of behavior. Third, by
considering perfectionism on its facet level, we intend to detect
a differentiated pattern of more adaptive and maladaptive links
between leaders’ perfectionism and their method of leadership.

Transactional and Transformational Leadership
Transactional leadership behavior is characterized as a social
exchange process in which subordinates are made aware of what
they are expected to do to receive rewards or avoid punishment
(Bass, 1985a,b, 1990; Yukl, 1999; van Eeden, 2008). To guarantee
this, transactional leaders exhibit three types of behavior that
motivate subordinates by appealing to their own self-interest—
contingent reward as well as passive and active management
by exception (Bass, 1985a, 1990). In our study, we focus on
management by exception, as this type of leader behavior may be
based on perfectionism because it regards maintaining standards.
The passive type of management by exception describes a
leader who reacts to mistakes, errors, and problems when
they occur. A leader who demonstrates active management

actively monitors the performance of subordinates and looks
forcefully for mistakes, irregularities, exceptions, deviations from
standards, and failures in an attempt to correct them before they
occur (van Eeden, 2008; Finckler, 2017).

In Bass’ model, transformational leadership behavior does
not react to circumstances; rather, the leader performing
transformational leadership inspires subordinates and influences
their beliefs, needs, and values (Burns, 1978; Kuhnert and Lewis,
1987). Hence, transformational leadership aims to enhance
the intrinsic motivation by offering people a higher sense of
purpose in their work (Bass and Riggio, 2006). According to
Bass and Avolio (1995), transformational leadership consists
of four components: Idealized influence means that leaders
conform to ethical standards and prioritize team interests over
their personal interests. This behavior stimulates subordinates’
respect and trust in the leader. Inspirational motivation refers
to the enthusiasm and optimism of the leader who creates
a vision of the future for subordinates. High performance
expectations, specific goals, and commitment to the vision
are clearly communicated. Intellectual stimulation is described
as the behavior of valuing and challenging subordinates’
intellectual abilities to promote creativity and innovation. Finally,
individual consideration describes the leader’s attempt to assume
subordinates’ perspectives and recognize their individual needs.
The leader acts as a mentor and provides advice, feedback, and
support (Bass, 1985a; Eisenbeiss et al., 2008; van Eeden, 2008).

Leaders’ Perfectionism and Monitoring Versus
Transformational Leadership
As described, the three dimensions of perfectionism are
characterized by different motivations and behaviors, which
suggests that self-oriented perfectionism, other-oriented
perfectionism, and socially prescribed perfectionism are
differently associated with transactional (in this case,
management by exceptions, both active and passive) and
transformational leadership behavior.

Overall, perfectionists are known for being critical, which
should also be linked to monitoring of provided performances
(Stoeber, 2018a). Leadership behavior that is related to fulfilling
organizational goals and is described by the facet of management
by exception contains monitoring and controlling processes and
outcomes (van Eeden, 2008; Finckler, 2017). Yet, as self-oriented
perfectionists focus on their own goals and not those of others,
a specific assumption regarding self-oriented perfectionism
cannot be developed.

Socially prescribed perfectionism is described as the key
indicator of perfectionistic concerns—which may explain why
socially prescribed perfectionists are actively hunting mistakes
and discrepancies (Stoeber, 2018a). This leads to the assumption
that socially prescribed perfectionists should demonstrate a
higher active management by exception in their leadership
behavior. Other-oriented perfectionists should additionally
perform active management by exception, assuming that the
criticism is concentrated on the performance and standards of
others. Hence, the two dimensions of perfectionism with a social
focus should be positively linked with active management by
exception. Following this line of thinking, it is logical to assume
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that other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionists would
also indicate a positive association with passive management by
exception, as leaders with such personalities would react to any
mistakes that may occur.

H1a: Other-oriented perfectionism is positively related to
management by exception.

H1b: Socially prescribed perfectionism is positively related to
management by exception.

Furthermore, in transformational leadership, the leaders’
perfectionism may explain the occurrence of this positive form
of goal-oriented leadership behavior. In line with the PSDM,
both other-oriented perfectionism and socially prescribed
perfectionism are negatively associated with a prosocial
orientation and positively associated with uncaring traits,
both of which indicate antisocial facets (Stoeber, 2018a).
Additionally, other-oriented perfectionism and socially
prescribed perfectionism are found to be inversely related
to agreeableness (Stoeber, 2014; Smith et al., 2019). These prior
findings speak against the idea of leading in a transformational
way and especially against the ideas of addressing followers’
needs and assuming their perspectives. The PSDM proposes
that other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionists have
difficulties developing and maintaining social relationships,
whereas transformational leaders demonstrate a behavior of
intellectually stimulating their subordinates and caring about
their worries and concerns to enable fulfillment of organizational
goals. Moreover, socially prescribed perfectionism’s focus
on avoiding mistakes could cause higher-level, long-term
organizational goals to become out of focus. Hence, these two
dimensions of perfectionism should be negatively linked with
transformational leadership behavior.

Self-oriented perfectionists, however, are described as being
conscientious, behaving altruistically and prosocially, and
indicating interest in others (Stoeber, 2014; Smith et al., 2019).
While focusing primarily on organizational goals and providing a
vision, transformational leadership still considers each individual
on the team in this way, for which a prosocial attitude is
necessary. Transformational leadership is predicted not only by
extraversion, but also by conscientiousness (Bono and Judge,
2004); therefore, self-oriented perfectionism may have a positive
correlation with transformational leadership behavior.

H2a: Other-oriented perfectionism is negatively related to
transformational leadership.

H2b: Socially prescribed perfectionism is negatively related to
transformational leadership.

H2c: Self-oriented perfectionism is positively related to
transformational leadership.

Method
Sampling criteria and procedure
Data were collected through an online survey posted on social
media platforms (such as XING and Facebook), job search
forums, and mailing lists in Germany in 2017. As a preselection
criterion, potential participants should be in a leadership position

with responsibility for at least one subordinate. Participation was
voluntary, and no compensation was offered.

Overall, 216 people completed the survey. The data were
checked for potential dropouts, and 25 cases were excluded, as
they did not meet the requirements of the study. Another eight
participants were eliminated from the dataset because their total
retention period was less than 200 s, which indicated that the
survey was not completed with enough attention. Further, one
case illustrated a Mahalanobis distance larger than the critical
value of χ2(6) = 22.46, p < 0.001 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007)
and was therefore excluded.

Sample description
The final sample included 182 leaders. The ages ranged from
19 to 63 (M = 38, SD = 10.69); among the participants, 109
were female, and 72 were male (one person did not indicate
their gender). They primarily worked in public service (60.4%),
while 29.7% were employed in the private sector. The majority
were working for a company with more than 500 employees
(39.7%) or 100–500 employees (39.7%); 17.9% responded that
they were working in a company with 31–100 employees, 12%
with 11–30 employees, and 13% with less than 10 employees.
Nearly one-quarter (24.7%) had an organizational tenure of more
than 10 years, and the majority of leaders had spent between
6 months and 2 years or between 2 and 5 years (each 30%) in
their current position.

With 46 participants, the major part of the sample was
responsible for three to five subordinates. Moreover, 31 stated
that they were responsible for six to 10 employees, another
31 participants had 11–20 subordinates, 24 were in charge of
two subordinates, and 33 were responsible for more than 20
subordinates. Regarding the frequency of contact between leaders
and subordinates, more than one-half of the leaders (59.9%)
stated that they had contact every day, while 27.5% said that
their contact was several times a week. Fewer participants had
less contact, such as once a week (5.5%), several times a month
(6.6%), or less than once a month (0.5%).

Measures
Perfectionism. To assess perfectionism, a 15-item short form of
the Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (HF-MPS; Hewitt and
Flett, 1991; German translation: Altstötter-Gleich, 1998) was
utilized to measure self-oriented perfectionism (five items; e.g.,
“One of my goals is to be perfect in everything I do,” α = 0.84),
socially prescribed perfectionism (five items; e.g., “People expect
nothing less than perfection from me,” α = 0.86), and other-
oriented perfectionism (five items; e.g., “Everything that others
do must be of top-notch quality,” α = 0.71). Following Stoeber
(2018b), self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism were
measured with the short form proposed by Cox et al. (2002),
whereas other-oriented perfectionism was assessed through the
short form published by Hewitt et al. (2008). Items were
presented with the MPS’ standard instruction (“Listed below are
a number of statements concerning personal characteristics and
traits. . .”) and were answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from “disagree” to “agree.” Cronbach’s alpha of the total scale was
α = 0.88.
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Monitoring leadership behavior. We assessed management by
exception—as a transactional leadership behavior—with the
German translation (Felfe, 2006) of the Multifactor Leadership
Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass and Avolio, 1995). The passive and
the active subscale contained four items each which were rated
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “rarely or never” to
“very frequently, if not always.” Active management by exception
(e.g., “I focus my attention on irregularities, mistakes, exceptions,
and deviations from what I expect”) yielded a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.64 and thus failed the criterion of alpha >0.70, which is
required to be considered satisfactory (Nunnally and Bernstein,
1994). Alpha is dependent on the length and breadth of a
measure; however, it is also important to consider inter-item
correlations, particularly for short scales (Streiner, 2003). The
mean inter-item correlation was acceptable with an rest of
0.30, which corresponds to a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.80 for a
10-item long measure. For passive management by exception
(e.g., “Problems have to be chronic before I take action”), the
Cronbach’s alpha was detected to be acceptable after excluding
one item (α = 0.61, rest = 0.36).

Transformational leadership behavior. Transformational
leadership has often been criticized for a lack of conceptual
distinctiveness (van Knippenberg and Sitkin, 2013), and
empirical research has failed to reproduce the four-dimensional
structure proposed by Bass and Avolio (1995); therefore, we
assessed transformational leadership as a one-dimensional
construct, utilizing the global transformational leadership scale
by Carless et al. (2000) as a self-appraisal. The short scale
contains seven items (e.g., “I treat staff as individuals, support
and encourage their development”); however, it indicated high
convergent validity with other measurements, such as the MLQ
(Carless et al., 2000). The seven questions were presented with
the same answering mode that we applied to the transactional
leadership behavior. The reliability of the scale within this study
illustrated an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha with α = 0.77.

Results and Discussion
As presented in Table 1 and in accordance with previous
findings (e.g., Hewitt and Flett, 2004; Stoeber and Otto, 2006;

Stoeber, 2014), other-oriented, socially prescribed, and self-
oriented perfectionism are significantly positively correlated,
which indicates a substantial overlap.

Our hypotheses suggested that other-oriented (H1a) and
socially prescribed perfectionism (H1b) would be positively
linked with both forms of management by exception.
Additionally, we assumed that other-oriented (H2a) and
socially prescribed perfectionism (H2b) should be negatively
correlated with transformational leadership behavior, while
self-oriented perfectionism (H2c) should indicate a positive
correlation with this positive goal-oriented leadership behavior.

Stoeber and Gaudreau (2017) state that the investigation
of perfectionism requires multivariate analyses, as unique
relationships between the specific dimensions may vary due to
the multidimensional nature of the construct. Hence, hierarchical
regression analyses were utilized to test the hypotheses and to
simultaneously account for the three perfectionism dimensions.
As gender and age are important demographic variables to
consider in leadership research (e.g., Barbuto et al., 2007),
they were considered to be control variables in the first step
of the regression. In the second step, the three perfectionism
dimensions were added. The results are displayed in the left part
of Table 2.

Other-oriented perfectionism as well as socially prescribed
perfectionism was positively related to active management by
exception, thus providing support for H1a and H1b. The higher
the leaders’ other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism,
the more they reported monitoring leadership behavior, such
as screening the work of their subordinates for any mistakes,
irregularities, or deviations from standards. Passive management
by exception, in contrast, was predicted by socially prescribed
perfectionism and self-oriented perfectionism. As assumed in
H1b, socially prescribed perfectionistic leaders illustrated more
passive management by exception, such as immediately reacting
to errors or problems. Moreover, younger leaders as well as male
leaders employed more passive management by exception. No
substantial relationships to other-oriented perfectionism were
found, thus contradicting H1a.

Moreover, self-oriented perfectionistic leaders reported less
passive management by exception and therefore less correctional

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and intercorrelations of the measures in study 1.

1 2 3 4 5 6

Multidimensional Perfectionism

1. Other-oriented perfectionism (0.74)

2. Socially prescribed perfectionism 0.26** (0.86)

3. Self-oriented perfectionism 0.42** 0.23** (0.85)

Leadership Behavior

4. Management by exception – Active 0.30** 0.25** 0.24** (0.64)

5. Management by exception – Passive 0.07 0.28** −0.07 −0.00 (0.60)

6. Transformational leadership 0.03 −0.08 0.09 0.69 −0.13 (0.76)

M 4.40 2.88 5.42 2.89 2.13 4.13

SD 1.02 1.30 0.98 0.63 0.65 0.47

N = 182 leaders. Correlations according to Pearson. Cronbach’s alpha in brackets.
*p < 0.05 and **p < 0.01.
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behaviors. Though no hypothesis referring to this link was
theoretically derived, self-oriented perfectionism in leaders
demonstrated adaptive consequences for subordinates. Self-
oriented perfectionistic leaders seem to guarantee subordinates
higher autonomy, which may enable a more constructive error
culture in an organization.

Finally, none of the perfectionism dimensions reveal any
significant relationships to transformational leadership. Hence,
hypotheses H2a–c must be rejected. Several post hoc explanations
may indicate why we failed to find the proposed relationships
between perfectionism and transformational leadership: We
decided to measure transformational leadership as a one-
dimensional construct (Carless et al., 2000) because the four-
dimensional construct—comprising the facets of idealized
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation,
and individual consideration—is empirically difficult to prove
(van Knippenberg and Sitkin, 2013). However, such a global
measure may have masked the true correlations between
the multidimensional construct of perfectionism and the
multidimensional construct of transformational leadership.

It seems to be plausible that when examining the facet
level, relationships between multidimensional perfectionism and
transformational leadership would have appeared. In particular,
the dimension of individual consideration, which contains
the prosocial orientation necessary to focus individually on
followers, may have been positively linked to self-oriented
perfectionism and negatively to other-oriented and socially
prescribed perfectionism. Moreover, in a similar vein, one could
argue that for the dimension of idealized influence, which refers
to the fact that leaders prioritize team interests over their personal
interests (Bass and Avolio, 1995), a prosocial orientation enters,
which, in accordance with the PSDM, should be based on lower
other-oriented and lower socially prescribed perfectionism. Such
links are more difficult to theoretically develop for the other
dimensions, such as inspirational motivation and intellectual
stimulation—which may be the reason that we did not find
significant relationships on the global level.

However, transformational leadership—independent of
whether it is assessed multidimensionally or as a broad, one-
dimensional concept—may remain an excessively goal-oriented
way to lead. Regarding the predicted positive impact of self-
oriented perfectionism, leadership behavior that primarily
focuses on people (not tasks or goals) should be examined.

Study 2: Perfectionism and
People-Centered Leadership
Study 2 investigates a different leadership concept that does not
primarily focus on the goals of an organization, as transactional
(or monitoring) and transformational leadership behaviors
do. While both transformational and servant leadership share
the idea of motivating or empowering subordinates, servant
leadership has been distinguished from transformational
leadership by its main focus, which is directed not toward
the organization but primarily toward the individuals (Stone
et al., 2004). Servant leadership represents a people-centered
leadership behavior that emphasizes the needs and interests of the
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subordinates (Van Dierendonck, 2011; Eva et al., 2019). In their
study, Parolini et al. (2009) confirm this assumption, revealing
that transformational leaders were perceived as focusing
on organizational goals, while servant leaders were seen as
prioritizing the needs of the individuals. The idea that unpleasant
interpersonal behavior and the resulting social disconnection
are inherent in interpersonal forms of perfectionism may be
particularly problematic for demonstrating people-centered
leadership behavior. Hence, the second study adds knowledge
regarding the role of leaders’ perfectionism in a particularly
follower-related approach.

Defining Servant Leadership Behavior
With the publication of his essay “The Servant as Leader” in
1970, Greenleaf introduced the fundamental ideas of servant
leadership (Greenleaf, 1970). Overall, it can be described as a
people-centered and more ethical (Clegg et al., 2007) leadership
theory (Van Dierendonck, 2011). A special attribute of this
theory is that leaders act beyond self-interest by focusing
on the needs of their subordinates (Van Dierendonck, 2011).
Additionally, servant leadership has been named “the only
leadership approach that frames the leadership process around
the principle of caring for others” (Northouse, 2016, p. 240). In a
recent review, Van Dierendonck (2011) has identified a number
of key characteristics that can be viewed as an operationalized
definition of the construct. Based on these characteristics, Van
Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) have developed the Servant
Leadership Survey (SLS). As their approach comprises an
integration of previous servant leadership theories and research
(Pircher Verdorfer and Peus, 2014), the present study adapts their
conceptualization.

According to Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011), servant
leadership consists of the following eight dimensions:

Empowerment involves behavioral aspects, such as sharing
information, delegating tasks, encouraging self-directed decision
making, and developing skills (Konczak et al., 2000) and
is intended to create a feeling of individual power (Van
Dierendonck, 2011). By empowering their subordinates, servant
leaders acknowledge the intrinsic value of each person and their
potential to learn and develop (Greenleaf, 1998).

The dimension of standing back refers to the degree to which
leaders focus on the needs of others instead of prioritizing their
own interests. Consequently, servant leaders also stay in the
background when success is attained (Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten, 2011). The third dimension, accountability, describes
the fact that individuals and teams are considered responsible
for outcomes (Konczak et al., 2000). Therefore, leaders provide
a framework for their subordinates’ autonomy and exhibit
confidence in their capabilities (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten,
2011). Forgiveness aims to form interpersonal relationships of
high quality by avoiding resentment and hostility if mistakes
occur (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011). Servant leaders
intend to create an environment of interpersonal acceptance and
trust (Ferch, 2005).

Courage is characterized by taking chances and by responding
to problems with new approaches (Greenleaf, 1977). According
to Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011), courage includes

behaving in a proactive way and is relevant in creativity and
innovation. Further, servant leadership comprises authenticity.
This dimension emphasizes that leaders act in consistence with
their feelings and inner thoughts, remaining true to themselves
(Harter, 2002).

Humility relates to leaders’ awareness of their strengths
and weaknesses as well as their openness to overcome these
weaknesses with the support of others (Morris et al., 2005). Thus,
servant leaders acknowledge that they are fallible themselves.

As described by the authors, the last dimension, stewardship,
is linked to the idea of responsibility for the common good.
Extending beyond self-interest, leaders should not merely
care for their subordinates, but they should represent a role
model who encourages others to act in their mutual interest
(Hernandez, 2008).

Leaders’ Perfectionism and Servant Leadership
Behavior
Leaders’ type and level of perfectionism is relevant to whether
they engage in servant leadership. It can be argued that other-
oriented perfectionism and socially prescribed perfectionism
represent barriers to servant leadership. The prioritization of the
subordinates’ needs requires a certain level of social orientation.
As captured in the PSDM, both interpersonal dimensions of
perfectionism describe difficulties in developing and maintaining
social relationships. Consistent with the PSDM, other-oriented
perfectionism and socially prescribed perfectionism portray
negative relationships with agreeableness (Smith et al., 2019).
Agreeableness, however, was found to be an antecedent of
servant leadership on a personality level (Hunter et al.,
2013). More specifically, other-oriented perfectionists impose
excessive standards and expectations and are highly critical
and hostile, which contrasts with the principle of caring for
team members. As Greenleaf (1977) states, servant leadership
involves an acceptance of imperfection because mistakes must
be regarded as a part of human nature. Socially prescribed
perfectionists are characterized by low altruism, high mistrust,
and interpersonal hostility (Stoeber, 2014; Stoeber et al., 2017).
These interpersonal characteristics and behaviors should make
it difficult for socially prescribed perfectionistic leaders to
prioritize their subordinates’ needs and display a follower-
related leadership approach. Accordingly, we expect that other-
oriented perfectionism and socially prescribed perfectionism are
negatively related to servant leadership.

As described previously and contrary to the PSDM,
self-oriented perfectionism presents a different pattern of
relationships. Self-oriented perfectionists are characterized
by social connection and a rather prosocial orientation,
demonstrating empathy, trust, and care for the people around
them (Stoeber, 2014; Stoeber et al., 2017). Accordingly, we expect
an adaptive relationship between self-oriented perfectionism
and the most people- or follower-centered leadership behavior:
servant leadership.

H3a: Other-oriented perfectionism is negatively related to
servant leadership.
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H3b: Socially prescribed perfectionism is negatively related to
servant leadership.

H3c: Self-oriented perfectionism is positively related to servant
leadership.

It can be assumed that the relationships between perfectionism
and servant leadership do not equally apply to all dimensions of
servant leadership. Therefore, the strengths of the relationships
between perfectionism and the specific dimensions are
investigated on an exploratory basis. This approach provides
specific insight into how perfectionism among leaders becomes
apparent on the behavioral level.

Method
Sampling criteria and procedure
As in Study 1, the investigated sample consisted of people
currently holding a leadership position with responsibility for
at least one team member. In line with the idea of servant
leadership behavior, we additionally recruited leaders from non-
profit contexts as participants. Again, data were collected in an
online survey that was posted on social media platforms (such
as XING and Facebook), job search forums, and mailing lists in
Germany in 2018. Participation was voluntary. As an incentive,
each participant had the opportunity to participate in a lottery
for two gift cards.

Overall, 238 participants completed the survey. Three
participants were eliminated from the dataset, as they did not
hold a leadership position. Moreover, as some items of the
servant leadership measure refer to leaders’ behavior toward
supervisors, another 42 participants were excluded because they
had no supervisors, which would have caused missing data
on these items and identification problems while conducting
the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). An additional eight
participants were excluded from the analyses because they
completed the survey in less than 200 s, which indicates a lack
of attention during completion. As in Study 1, we checked the
data for multivariate outliers utilizing Mahalanobis distance, but
there was no value exceeding the critical value of χ2(11) = 31.26,
p < 0.001 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007).

Sample description
A final sample of 185 participants was included in the analyses.
The sample consisted of 126 women (68.1%) and 59 men
(31.9%), with ages ranging from 18 to 65 years (M = 38.16,
SD = 11.01). The sample was composed of leaders from all
branches of the economy, among which human health and
social work activities (16.8%), education (12.4%), information
and communication (11.9%), manufacturing (8.1%), and public
administration (8.1%) were the most frequent categories. The
majority of the leaders were working in the private sector (51.4%),
followed by the public sector (37.3%) and volunteer sector (a
non-profit context; 11.4%). Concerning the managerial level,
76.8% of the participants indicated that they worked in lower
management, 17.3% in middle management, and 5.9% in upper
management. The mean work experience in a leadership position
was 7.84 years (SD = 7.55), with an overall team tenure of
4.77 years (SD = 5.33). On average, leaders were responsible for

18.82 team members (SD = 33.19) and spent 19.82 h with them
per week (SD = 13.89).

Measures
Perfectionism. Perfectionism was assessed in the same way
as in Study 1, with all three facets revealing satisfying
reliabilities: self-oriented perfectionism (α = 0.86), socially
prescribed perfectionism (α = 0.87), and other-oriented
perfectionism (α = 0.76). Scale scores were calculated by
averaging responses across items.

Servant leadership. The German version (Pircher Verdorfer and
Peus, 2014) of the SLS (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011) was
employed to measure servant leadership. To capture thoughts
on servant leadership from the leaders’ perspective, the original
items were rephrased and converted into a self-rating version.
The leaders were asked to answer the 30 items on a 6-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6 (“strongly
agree”). The SLS encompasses eight subscales: Empowerment
(seven items; e.g., “I help my team members to further develop
themselves,” α = 0.81), standing back (three items; e.g., “I keep
myself in the background and give credit to others,” α = 0.65),
accountability (three items; e.g., “I hold my team members
responsible for the work they carry out,” α = 0.73), forgiveness
(three items; e.g., “I find it difficult to forget things that went
wrong in the past,” α = 0.62), courage (two items; e.g., “I take
risks and do what needs to be done in my view,” α = 0.83),
authenticity (four items; e.g., “I show my true feelings to my
team members,” α = 0.72), humility (five items; e.g., “I learn
from criticism,” α = 0.83), and stewardship (three items; e.g., “I
emphasize the importance of focusing on the good of the whole,”
α = 0.60). Three of the subscales (standing back, forgiveness,
and stewardship) failed to reach an internal consistency of
0.70 or above, which is required to be considered satisfactory
(Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). This finding is comparable to
the reliabilities reported for the original measure, in which the
standing back and stewardship dimensions also earned alphas
below 0.70 (Pircher Verdorfer and Peus, 2014). It must be
considered, however, that alpha is dependent on the length of
a measure and that inter-item correlations should be examined
(Streiner, 2003); these analyses yielded satisfactory values of
between rest = 0.33 and 0.38. A composite servant leadership
score was constructed by averaging scale means. Cronbach’s alpha
of the total scale was α = 0.82.

A CFA was conducted to investigate the factorial structure
of the adapted self-rating version of the German SLS (Van
Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011; Pircher Verdorfer and Peus,
2014) utilizing Mplus (Version 6). As it was intended to replicate
the postulated eight-dimensional structure, a multidimensional
model in which the eight factors were allowed to correlate
was tested. The eight-factor model fit the empirical data with
a chi-square of 561.78 (p < 0.001), df = 377, CFI = 0.89,
RMSEA = 0.05 [90% CI (0.04, 0.06)], SRMR = 0.07. A value lower
than 0.90 for the CFI indicates a need to revise the model (Brown,
2006). Modification indices referring to error covariances were
examined to detect possible misspecifications. Three main areas
of misspecification were identified, which concerned the pairing
of error terms associated with two items from the empowerment
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subscale, two items from the authenticity subscale, and two
items from the humility subscale, which in the German version
were characterized by similar content and wording. After the
adaptations were implemented, the modified eight-factor model
containing the three error covariances was determined to have
an acceptable fit with the empirical data {χ2 = 492.41, df = 374,
p < 0.001; CFI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.04 [90% CI (0.03, 0.05)],
SRMR = 0.06; Kline, 2005}. Accordingly, the postulated eight-
dimensional model of the SLS was confirmed with fit indices
close to the original versions (see Van Dierendonck and Nuijten,
2011; Pircher Verdorfer and Peus, 2014;, for comparison), which
indicates factorial validity of the adapted self-rating version.

Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and intercorrelations of the
scales are presented in Table 3. As was true for leaders in
Study 1, other-oriented, socially prescribed, and self-oriented
perfectionism were positively related to each other, which
indicates a need to control for the overlap.

We expected other-oriented (H3a) and socially prescribed
perfectionism (H3b) to negatively link to servant leadership,
whereas we expected that self-oriented perfectionism (H3c)
would be positively linked to this leadership behavior. The results
of the regression analyses can be found in the right part of Table 2.

To explain the global concept of servant leadership using
the composite score, in addition to the effect that older
leaders employed more servant leadership behaviors, we found
a marginally significant positive relationship of self-oriented
perfectionism with the criterion, thus providing initial support
for H3c. Self-oriented perfectionistic leaders reported performing
more servant leadership behaviors.

In contrast, neither other-oriented nor socially prescribed
perfectionism were associated with servant leadership on the
global level, thus opposing H3a and H3b. Furthermore, the
proposed negative relationships could only be confirmed on
the facet level, in which other-oriented and marginally socially
prescribed perfectionistic leaders revealed less forgiveness toward
their followers. Specifically, such leaders experienced more
problems when forming interpersonal relationships of high
quality with their followers because they were resentful and
behaved with hostility when mistakes occurred. Further, other-
oriented perfectionism was marginally positively correlated with
accountability, which implies that leaders who score high in
other-oriented perfectionism consider their team members to
be more responsible for outcomes than leaders who score low
in this dimension. In light of the negative relationship with
forgiveness, this positive association may reflect that other-
oriented perfectionists consider other people to be responsible
not only for desired outcomes, but also for their mistakes.

On the facet level, self-oriented perfectionistic leaders scored
marginally higher in the dimensions of courage, humility, and
stewardship, thus supporting the assumptions of H3c. Hence,
the overall marginally positive relationship of self-oriented
perfectionism to servant leadership behavior is based on the
leaders’ ability to proactively take chances and respond to
challenges with innovative approaches (which implies courage,
which was demonstrated to be higher in male leaders in this TA
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sample), the leaders’ awareness of their strengths and weaknesses
and their readiness to refine themselves (this implies humility,
which was demonstrated to be higher in older leaders in this
sample), and the leaders’ sense of responsibility for the mutual
interest and common good (which involves stewardship).

Generally, the results provide further evidence for the
relevance of the leader’s perfectionism to the performed
leadership behavior. Additionally, the study leads to the
conclusion that other-oriented perfectionism can be regarded as
a barrier to building trusting relationships due to its negative
relationship with the forgiveness dimension of servant leadership.
Furthermore, self-oriented perfectionism is revealed to be a
rather promotive trait concerning this leadership behavior. To
summarize, leaders who score low overall in other-oriented
perfectionism and high in self-oriented perfectionism may be
favorable with regard to servant leadership.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

With this research, we have aimed to elucidate the under-
researched topic of leaders’ perfectionism and the selection of
their leadership behavior. The present study answers recent calls
to explore how facets of perfectionism in supervisors impact
their leadership behavior (Ocampo et al., 2020). Utilizing the
three dimensions of perfectionism by Hewitt and Flett (1991)
allowed us to examine a broad picture of this personality
trait, illuminating that the different types of perfectionism
reveal different relationships with the examined leadership
behaviors. Guided by the PSDM, we assumed other-oriented
and socially prescribed perfectionism to be positively related
to management by exception (i.e., monitoring behavior) and
negatively related to transformational and servant leadership,
while we believed that the opposite pattern should be true for
self-oriented perfectionism.

We could not provide evidence for a link between leaders’
perfectionism and transformational leadership; however, for
monitoring (i.e., management by exception) and servant
leadership behaviors, our findings support our assumptions. Self-
oriented perfectionism has been linked to nurturance goals and
altruism, indicating that self-oriented perfectionists are inclined
to behave in a prosocial manner (Stoeber, 2014; Stoeber et al.,
2018). Accordingly, self-oriented perfectionistic leaders were less
likely to display management by exception (Study 1) and were
more likely to manifest servant leadership behavior (Study 2).
Our findings suggest some positive aspects of the self-oriented
perfectionism facet for subordinates, as leaders who score high
in self-oriented perfectionism focus on their own mistakes (as
demonstrated by its relation to the humility facet of servant
leadership) and do not seem to search for errors and mistakes
made by their subordinates (less monitoring behavior). However,
it remains unclear whether this indicates that subordinates of
self-oriented perfectionists have the freedom and autonomy to
develop themselves and their careers.

In contrast to these findings, other-oriented and socially
prescribed perfectionism in leaders positively predicts
management by exception (Study 1), and other-oriented

perfectionistic leaders further demonstrate a lower tendency
to forgive in case of mistakes (Study 2). Other-oriented
perfectionism is one aspect of multidimensional perfectionism
(Hewitt and Flett, 1991) that has received comparatively little
research attention to date (Stoeber, 2014). However, the present
study provides evidence that, in particular, this dimension may
be detrimental in leadership. In line with this, other-oriented
perfectionism has previously been described as the “dark” form
of perfectionism, thus indicating positive correlations with the
Dark Triad of personality (Stoeber, 2014; Marcus and Zeigler-
Hill, 2015). Our results extend these findings to the leadership
context, indicating that other-oriented perfectionism may hinder
the formation of interpersonal relationships of high quality and
the creation of work environments of interpersonal acceptance
and trust due to the resentful and hostile reactions to errors as
well as strict monitoring.

However, neither experience nor expertise can protect
organizations from errors (Prümper et al., 1992). Greenleaf
(1977) even describes errors as a part of human nature. Therefore,
other-oriented perfectionism could be a stumbling block to
organizational error management culture, which includes open
communication about errors to detect and analyze them as
well as learn and benefit from them (van Dyck et al., 2005).
This culture has been found to be related to positive outcomes,
such as organizational goal achievement and objective economic
performance (van Dyck et al., 2005). However, other-oriented
perfectionism among leaders may cause employees to withhold
errors rather than communicate them, consequently impeding
timely counteractions. By knowing these implications of other-
oriented perfectionism, leaders who score high in this trait should
pay special attention to being less resentful.

Similar implications apply to leaders who score high in
socially prescribed perfectionism. Leaders high in either of
these interpersonal dimensions of perfectionism may invest
considerable efforts in monitoring mistakes. Consequently, they
may lack resources concerning other responsibilities.

Overall, our results indicate that the multidimensionality of
perfectionism is also reflected in its association with leadership
behaviors. Whether perfectionism is detrimental or beneficial
for effective leadership depends on the dimension and desired
leadership behavior. Self-oriented perfectionism may be favorable
in servant leadership behavior. On the contrary, socially
prescribed and other-oriented perfectionistic leaders may display
leadership behavior that is highly controlling.

Theoretical Implications
Our research advances knowledge about perfectionism and
leadership behavior and therefore addresses this paucity that
was first mentioned 15 years ago (Flett and Hewitt, 2006). As
far as we know, the present study is the first to investigate
multidimensional perfectionism in leadership behavior while also
considering both goal-oriented and people-centered leadership.
In line with theoretical frameworks that relate leaders’ traits
to their behaviors (Derue et al., 2011) and the preferred
way to lead (Hogan and Kaiser, 2005), the results provide
initial evidence for a perfectionism-leadership link. The findings
indicate that some dimensions of perfectionism are antecedents
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of specific leadership behaviors, such as increased monitoring
behavior (management by exception) and decreased forgiveness.
This finding clearly indicates the necessity of considering the
distinct relationships of the perfectionism dimensions to distinct
leadership behavior.

Further, we have extended the well-established PSDM with
its core assumptions concerning perfectionism and adverse
social interactions to the context of leadership and leader
behavior, which demonstrates the broad applicability of the
model. Whereas research to date has explored perfectionism and
the PSDM in relationships between people of the same level
(e.g., colleagues; Kleszewski and Otto, 2020), the relationship
between leaders and their followers is characterized by a
hierarchical structure and thus a power difference. Accordingly,
our research contributes to the perfectionism literature by
exploring the link between perfectionism in a person higher in
an organizational hierarchy and behavior that primarily affects
people who are lower in the hierarchy and thus depend on this
perfectionistic person.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future
Research
This research benefits from combining two samples and
thus considers an overall sample size of 367 leaders from
different occupational backgrounds or non-profit contexts;
consequently, the sample can be described as heterogeneous and
partially representative.

There are, nevertheless, some shortcomings that should be
considered. To begin, no causal inferences can be concluded
from the results because of the cross-sectional design of the
study. However, although data were collected only once, we must
consider that our independent variables are stable personality
traits that may at least reduce the risk of having only cross-
sectional data. Additionally, the hypotheses were based on well-
founded theoretical models, which assume that the leader’s
traits determine the performed leadership style (Hogan and
Kaiser, 2005) and that they directly result in specific behaviors
(Derue et al., 2011). Additionally, personality traits are conclusive
predictors of various outcomes, as they develop throughout
childhood and remain remarkably stable in adulthood (McCrae
and Costa, 1996; Terracciano et al., 2006).

Further, future research should examine transformational
leadership on the level of its facets, although it does not
necessarily need to reflect them one-dimensionally. Particularly
regarding the three dimensions of perfectionism, it seems likely
that our assumptions of the correlations with transformational
leadership behavior could have been revealed if we had
examined it in additionally differentiated ways. As suggested
in the discussion of the first study, relationships between
transformational leadership’s subdimensions of individual
consideration and idealized influence for the relational
character they contain to are to be expected. Thus, future
studies should apply a measure with differentiated subscales.
Notably, our second study’s exploratory analyses concerning
servant leadership reveal that the perfectionism dimensions
are only substantially correlated with specific aspects of this

multidimensional leadership behavior. An explanation for these
findings could be that perfectionism can be considered as a
rather narrow trait, as opposed to more global traits, such as
extraversion or conscientiousness, and that leadership behavior
must be measured on the same narrow level. Thus, it may be
necessary for future studies to explore narrower leadership
behavior, as is the case for forgiveness and humility. Accordingly,
research hereafter may focus on specific leader behavior and
consider constructs such as leaders’ performance feedback to
delegate tasks or communicate future goals.

In our study, all data were collected by means of the
self-reporting method, which may be linked with leaders’
social desirability in reporting effective leadership behavior
(e.g., Atwater and Yammarino, 1992). To minimize this issue,
the participants were made aware of their anonymity and
instructed to respond honestly and spontaneously before they
began the survey. Another problem with relying solely on self-
reports is that no conclusions concerning the team members’
ratings of the presented leadership behavior can be drawn.
Indeed, substantial agreement is found when self-reports are
compared to observer ratings (Funder et al., 1995). In the
context of work, however, the level of self-other agreement on
leadership (Warr and Bourne, 1999) and leadership behaviors
(Ostroff et al., 2004) is comparatively low. Thus, team members
may experience their leaders as more controlling (higher
in management by exception), less transformational, or less
servant oriented than the leaders perceive themselves. Further
research should utilize multisource and multilevel approaches,
including the leaders’ and team members’ perceptions (e.g.,
see Hunter et al., 2013) to provide further evidence for
the results of the present research. As leadership has been
described as a social relationship (Stogdill, 1974), further research
should focus not only on the leaders’ traits, but also on the
extent to which the team members’ traits are conducive to
leadership behaviors.

Practical Implications and Concluding
Remarks
Our research underscores that perfectionism in leaders is a topic
worthy of further exploration. From the view of practitioners,
it is of seemingly high relevance, as coaching strategies have
been discussed to enable perfectionistic leaders to overcome
avoidance of leadership responsibilities (Ellam-Dyson and
Palmer, 2010). However, evidence-based workplace interventions
are still missing. To date, the only approaches that exist are
outside of the work domain. Meta-analytic evidence in clinical
samples indicates that, in particular, self-oriented perfectionism
can be substantially reduced in interventions, while only a
medium-sized effect has been found for change in socially
prescribed perfectionism (Lloyd et al., 2015). Additionally, some
effects for the non-clinical population have been presented
(Kearns et al., 2007).

Yet, as underscored in our research, there are positive
consequences of self-oriented leaders’ perfectionism on people-
centered leadership that would be highly valued in organizations;
thus, calling simply for a reduction of perfectionism may fall
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short. Notably, a recent study has found that if employees
could choose a colleague to work with, then the selected
person would not be a perfectionist at all because of
the potentially negative consequences on team climate
(Kleszewski and Otto, 2020). Whether subordinates would
also prefer non-perfectionistic leaders due to unrealistically
high expectations is only speculation. Recent research
at least linked leader perfectionism with leaders’ abusive
behavior (Guo et al., 2020). Accordingly, Ocampo et al.
(2020) demand that scholars should start undertaking
empirical tests of workplace interventions to enhance the
adaptive consequences of perfectionism or mitigate its
maladaptive consequences.

Linking the stated findings on perfectionism to leadership
exposes the importance of acquiring a deeper insight into
how perfectionistic leaders shape the work environment of
their subordinates and how they treat said subordinates.
Based on our findings, if leaders are other-oriented or
socially prescribed perfectionists, then they seem to act in
a more controlling and less forgiving manner. However,
the question remains: do such leaders eventually make
their departments more productive and increase their
organization’s success, or are they only likely to overwork
their subordinates or themselves? We have provided the first
evidence that various facets of perfectionism in leaders are
associated with various types of leadership behavior, and
we hope that these findings stimulate more research in this
fruitful domain.
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