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Abstract

Purpose – The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to making workers more uncompromising with
respect to issues such as quality of workplace relations and work-life balance. Hence, motivation and
leadership style assume a key relevance for keeping the workforce engaged. We hypothesize that
individuals may exhibit different preferences for motivational drivers and for leadership style, and that
these two sets of preferences might be correlated with each other and with employees’ personality traits.
Design/methodology/approach – Here, we empirically investigate the relationship between leadership
style and motivation, by also hypothesizing the possible contribution of personality traits. An online survey
was developed and distributed to 150 employees or interns/trainees to collect measures related to their
preference for leadership, their motivational drivers, as well as their personality traits. The data were analyzed
by means of mediation and moderation analyses to disentangle the three-level relationship existing between
these constructs.
Findings –Our results suggest that indeed there exists a relationship between preferences for leadership style
and motivational drivers. Furthermore, one of these relationships appears to be critically mediated by specific
personality traits.
Originality/value – This work is the first, to our knowledge, empirically testing the existence of a three-level
relationship between leadership preferences, motivation and personality traits of employees and to contribute
to disentangle their reciprocal influences.

Keywords Democratic leadership, Authoritarian leadership, Internal motivation, Personality traits, HRM,

Organization

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Nowadays, companies are facing an increasingly complex and unpredictable environment.
Hyper competition, globalization, digital revolution and sustainability are amongst the major
trends arising in the corporate scenario which, along with supply chain disruptions,
increasing energy prices, high inflation rates and global health threats, are contributing to
create considerably difficult challenges worldwide. The increased complexity has
contributed to make human resources more and more demanding; hence, attracting and
retaining talents has become a key source of strategic advantage as never before (Alghazo
and Al-Anazi, 2016). Traditionally, companies have always attempted to attract and retain
their talents by offering competitive salaries and benefits such as housing, health insurance,
free gym and similar; however, especially in the post-COVID-19 scenario, such incentives
appear to be no longer enough. A testimony of this change is represented by the so-called
“Great Resignation” and “Quiet Quitting” phenomena. The first refers to the wave of work
resignations that started in spring 2021; indeed, it has been reported that 47 million
Americans voluntarily quit their jobs by the end of 2021 (Fuller and Kerr, 2022). Quiet
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quitting, on the other hand, refers to the limited commitment of employees in performing their
job duties, refraining from performing any activity that is not specified in their job
description: it is estimated that 50% of the US workforce is currently represented by
disengaged workers, and the numbers are rising considerably (Formica and Sfodera, 2022).
Both phenomena are the aftermath of the profound dissatisfaction of workforce that has
found in the COVID-19 pandemic a catalyst for change (Sull et al., 2022).

In such a scenario, keeping employees engaged and motivated has assumed a never
greater importance; indeed, human resources studies pretty much unanimously suggest
that motivation remains a key driver to keep the workforce engaged. However, despite
motivation being a paramount concept in human resource management, it is also an
elusive and multifaceted construct, which researchers have approached from many
perspectives (Alghazo and Al-Anazi, 2016). An increasing body of evidence has pointed to
leadership as one of the elements that may contribute to increase employees’ motivation.
Indeed, literature suggests that leadership is a social activity that influences employees’
voluntary participation to accomplish organizational goals (Khaliq et al., 2021), crucially
impacting upon employees intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Li et al., 2012). Importantly,
literature has shown how both motivation and leadership appear to have a pivotal and
consistent impact upon performances and the ability of an organization to achieve its
specific goals (Hanifah et al., 2014; Safitri and Patrisia, 2019), as well as in keeping the
workforce engaged (Batista-Taran et al., 2009; Popli and Rizvi, 2016; Ugaddan and
Park, 2017).

In the current work, we contribute to this discussion by studying the relationship between
employees’ preferences for leadership style and their motivation by also considering the
possible role played by employees’ personality traits. In our view, in fact, previous literature
has not paid sufficient attention to investigating how employees’ heterogeneity (for example
in goals, personality traits, family situation, career stage, etc.) may impact upon
organizationally relevant variables such as motivation and preference for leadership
styles. However, several empirical studies highlight that neglecting employees’ specificities
might be a mistake. For example, a recent work showed that despite empowerment has the
highest influence on organizational climate, not every employee responds equally well to
various work climate drivers, hence highlighting the importance of employees’ profiles to
customize HRM strategies (Lamberti et al., 2022). Hence, here we focus on one important
dimension of employees’ heterogeneity which is given by their different personality traits,
under the hypothesis that, due to such differences, employees may respond differently to
motivational drivers and leadership styles. We do that under the working hypothesis that
people displaying different personality traits may be motivated by different motivational
drivers, which in turn can be differently influenced by preferences for leadership style.
Indeed, personality traits have been shown to play a role in occupational choices: for example,
John andThomsen (2014) have shown that there exist occupational-specific patterns based on
workers’ personality profiles – namely, specific personality profiles tent to end up working in
specific sectors – possibly because identical personality traits are differentially rewarded
across different occupations, thus playing a motivational role. Along the same lines, Glomb
andWelsh (2005) analyze the role of personality similarities/dissimilarities in the supervisor-
subordinate dyads, showing that these features play a role in subordinates’ satisfaction with
their leaders. Thus, here we attempt to go one step further by studying the three-way
relationship between employees’ personality, motivational drivers and preferences for
leadership; in particular, the study aims at disentangling whether individual dispositional
differences may impact upon employees’ motivational drivers, and preferences for
leadership, hence mediating or moderating the link between these variables.

We believe that identifying the possiblemoderating role of employees’ personality traits in
influencing the relationship betweenmotivational drivers and preferences for leadershipmay
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fill an important gap in the literature on both leadership and motivation, as well as provide
insight on how leadership styles can be tailored to the specific characteristics of each
employee to maximize performance and engagement.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: fist, we provide a literature review related to
the main concepts of leadership and motivation, then we provide the methods and results of
our study, and we conclude with a discussion of our finding and their implication, along with
limitations and directions for future research.

Literature review
Leadership
The concept of leadership has been subject to multiple interpretations. One way of describing
leadership is to define it as a process of social influence, whichmaximizes the efforts of others
toward the achievement of a goal (Bhugra et al., 2013). Over the years research has produced a
variety of leadership theories – from trait theory, to behavioral and contingency theory, until
contemporary approaches such as transactional, transformational and others (Buble
et al., 2014).

Trait or dispositional theory of leadership – regarded as the most widely accepted theory
until the 1940s to 1950s – stems from the famous “great man theory,” according to which
history is the sum of all the actions of great men (Carlyle, 1840). This idea was further
expanded by Galton (1869), who argued that great leaders are the results of specific
immutable traits, thus affirming the belief that leaders are born, not done. Such an approach
was subsequently challenged by Stogdill (1948), who suggested that a leader who is capable
of leading in some specific circumstances, may be inappropriate in others, favoring the
emergence of the new behavioral and situational theories of leadership, which soon
dominated the scenario. Research on behavioral leadership stems from a line ofwork aimed at
observing and categorizing, within a taxonomy, a series of relevant leaders’ behaviors (see,
among many, the managerial grid model by Blake and Mouton, 1964). The situational and
contingencies theories, on the other hand, support the idea that there is no “one best way” of
being a leader, rather the best approach stems from the analysis of the specific circumstances
or environment that the leader must face. Here, the most famous contributions are the Fiedler
contingency model (Fiedler, 1964) and the Vroom-Yetton decision model (Vroom and Yetton,
1973). Finally, more contemporary approaches are those related to the transactional and
transformational leadership (Avolio et al., 1991). In summary, the question of what makes a
good leader and which leader characteristics are better suited to enhance organizational
performance is still a controversial one.

Importantly, looking at the plurality of models in the literature, it is possible to notice how
the general features of leadership models appear extremely similar between one another,
despite the different names used. See, for example, the dichotomy between directive/
autocratic vs participatory/democratic (Heller and Yukl, 1969; Likert, 1967), relationship-
oriented vs task-oriented (Fiedler, 1967), consideration vs initiating structure (Korman, 1966),
theory X vs theory Y (McGregor, 1969), managers vs leaders (Kotter, 1988), transactional vs
transformational (Bass, 1985); indeed, it has been suggested that all these models end-up
describing styles whose similarities outweigh the differences (Den Hartog et al., 1997; Quinn,
1988). Indeed, all of them are characterized by two major approaches to leading: one more
authoritative and directive, and one more democratic and oriented to growth and vision.
Nevertheless, these approaches represent the extreme of a continuum, rather than two fixed
and extreme ways of leading. Hence, in the current paper we have decided to refrain from
testing a specific model over the other, rather we have measured leadership across the
authoritative vs democratic continuum – first theorized by Lewin (1939) – that, in our view,
represent the point of convergence across the various existing theories. Furthermore, because
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the analysis is fully centered on the employees’ perspective, we assessed their preference for
leadership – namely, how the ideal leader would behave to meet their needs – rather than
investigating which style characterized their actual supervisor.

Motivation
Motivation is a multifaced construct; hence, many different definitions have been formulated
in the literature. Motivation is a concept that should explain why people initiate, continue or
terminate a certain behavior. So, motivational states represent agents’ inner forces
determining engagement in goal-directed behavior. Such forces are generated by various
mental states, as for example desire, belief, intention and so on (Wasserman andWasserman,
2020). A broad distinction is the one related to the dualism between intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation. Intrinsic motivation entails the internal driver that guides action, thus it is related
to “doing something for its own sake.” For example, I can read a book for the pure enjoyment
of doing so. On the other hand, extrinsic motivation deals with the pursue of an instrumental
goal: for example, if I am an editor, I will be paid for reading books, hence, reading books also
has the instrumental goal of getting a salary (Reiss, 2012).

The obvious relevance of motivation in the context of work and organizational
psychology has given rise to amultitude of theories and approaches. Content theories provide
an explanatory approach to motivation attempting to describe why people act in certain
ways. Among these theories, the famous Maslow’s hierarchy of needs postulates that people
are mostly driven by a series of hierarchical needs (Maslow, 1943). Herzberg’s two-factor
theory postulates that there exist two distinctive factors that can influence work satisfaction,
the hygiene factors – necessary to avoid dissatisfaction – and the motivators – conditions
that make a job intrinsically rewarding (i.e. recognition, responsibility etc.) (Herzberg, 1959).
Alderfer’s ERG theory expands the work of Maslow, dividing needs into three main groups
(i.e. existence, relatedness and growth and introduces the concept of frustration-regression
(Alderfer, 1969).

A second group of theories are process theories, which are aimed at explaining how
motivation occurs in individuals. Among these theories, Skinner reinforcement theory has
been used to understand how to modify people’s behavior through positive/negative
reinforcement and punishment (Skinner, 1938). The goal setting theory of motivation states
that in order to achieve better performances it is necessary to set challenging and specific
goals that will push employees to do their best, along with a system of feedbacks (Locke,
1968). Finally, the expectancy theory argues that every performance is linked with the
expectations associated with its outcome, along with the appeal of such outcome; the latter in
turn is influenced by three different parameters: expectancy, valence and instrumentality
(Vroom, 1964).

In the current paper, motivation was investigated by adopting an integrative model, i.e. a
metatheory, built on past research efforts, namely, the motivational sources theory (Leonard
et al., 1995, 1999). Suchmodel, by integrating literature from sociology and psychology fields,
identified five major sources of motivation. The choice of this model comes from the idea that
motivational drivers may show a stronger link with individuals’ psychological
characteristics, as this model is built by integrating traditional motivation theories with
self-concept theory (Leonard et al., 1995, 1999).

Effect of leadership on motivation
The role of leaders inmotivating employees has not always been the focus of attention, rather,
for a long time, leaders’main objective was relegated to setting the firm strategic vision, while
relationship building was deemed as less relevant (Kuczmarski and Kuczmarski, 1995).
Nevertheless, any organization is unlikely to succeed when leaders are not able to motivate
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their subordinates, hence leading researchers to investigate more thoroughly the link
between these fundamental dimensions of the organization. Various studies have shown that
different styles of leadership have a differential impact upon motivation; for example,
Alghazo and Al-Anazi (2016) found that participative and transformational leadership has a
better effect on employeemotivation compared to the transactional style. Similar results have
also been found in other studies (Elzahiri, 2010; Haywood, 2014;Masi and Cooke, 2000; Rawat,
2015). Along the same lines, Mengesha (2015) found a positive relationship between
employees’ motivation and the transformational leadership, and to a lesser extent to
transactional leadership, while a negative impact on employees’motivation was found for the
laissez-faire approach. Khaliq et al. (2021) found that leadership has a positive impact on
employees’ motivation and work culture, and that this effect is more pronounced for
charismatic leadership as compared to traditional and rational-legal style.

Rationale of the study
Based on the evidence revised above, in this study we aimed at contributing to the discussion
about the relation between leadership and motivation, by also investigating the additional
role of employees’ personality traits. Indeed, despite earlier research having investigated
these dimensions separately, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to investigate
their joint interactions.

The studies revised above show a relationship between leadership style and motivation,
which however varies according to the reference model used to investigate leadership and
motivation. In order to investigate this relationship in a broader way, here we focused our
efforts on the investigation of the ideal features of a leader, i.e. employees’ preferences for
leaders’ approach, in a continuum between authoritarian and democratic leadership, which,
in our view, provides the best synthesis across the various leadership models; further, we
explored the link between such preferences and employees’ motivational drivers.

This framework was adopted because, in our view, it is likely that certain leaders’ features
may be preferred based on the motivational driver that is more pronounced at the individual
level. For example, an employee high on instrumental motivation (namely, by extrinsic
tangible outcomes, i.e. monetary rewards, bonuses, promotions etc.) may be more motivated
by a leader that has an authoritative approach, clearly directing people in the operational
aspects of their job, and who uses rewards and punishments to direct people toward the
expected outcomes. Conversely, employees high on internal self-concept-based motivation
may prefer inspiring leaders that are able to create vision.

Finally, this investigation entails an additional element which is represented by
personality traits. The rationale for including this dimension is rooted in the idea that
individual characteristics, such as personality traits and employees’ psychological features
may affect the relationship between leadership preferences and motivation, for example
mediating or moderating it. Hence, investigating the role played by personality traits on the
inclination toward specific motivational drivers, as well as on their impact on the leadership-
motivation relationship can help to further deepen our understanding of these fundamental
organizational phenomena; furthermore, such understanding can also contribute to identify
leverages that can help improving employees’motivation and engagement, especially in light
of the current phenomena of great resignation and quiet quitting.

Methods
Participants
Datawere collected betweenMarch andApril 2022. A total of 173 participants took part in the
study; however, 23 were excluded due to incomplete responses (N 5 14) or based on the
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screening questions (N5 9, see details below). Thus, the final sample was constituted by 150
participants (82 F; mean age: 26.75± 9.21 s d.). Respondents provided their informed consent
in accordance with the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and the APA ethical standards in the
treatment of our human sample prior participation. Furthermore, they were informed of their
right to discontinue participation at any time. Participants were recruited through social
media (i.e. LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram) – by posting amessage describing the general aim
of the study and asking people to participate by filling the questionnaire provided in the link –
and by means of direct/indirect contact – namely, by personal messages and emails with the
same content of the social media posts. The questionnaire was administered via
Google Forms.

To ensure that the sample was representative of the population under investigation –
namely, employed people that worked under the supervision of a leader/manager/superior –
at the beginning of the questionnaire two screening questions were included, asking (i)
whether respondents were employed and (ii) whether they worked under a boss supervision.
Hence, those who answered “no” to any of those questions were thanked for their willingness
to participate and dismissed. Details of the characteristics of the final sample are provided in
Table 1.

Procedure
After providing the informed consent, participants were asked to provide some demographic
information (i.e. age, gender, job position). Then, the brief HEXACO Inventory (BHI; De Vries,
2013) was administered to obtain a non-clinical assessment of participants’ personality traits.
This scale was followed by the administration of the leadership preference scale (LPS;
Bhushan, 1995) and finally, the motivation sources inventory (MSI; Barbuto and Scholl, 1998)
was administered.

Questionnaires. The 24-item brief HEXACO inventory (BHI; De Vries, 2013) is a shorter
version of the traditional HEXACO model (Ashton and Lee, 2009) that allows to measure the
six dimensions (i.e. honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness and openness to experience) using four items per domain. The honesty-
humility scale indicates a personality that avoidsmanipulating others for personal gain, feels
little temptation to break rules, refrains from wealth and luxuries and feels no special
entitlement to elevated social status. The emotionality scale is characterized by fear of
physical dangers, anxiety in the face of life’s stresses, need for emotional support from others,
high empathy and sentimental attachments with others. The extraversion scale displays
features of positive feelings about oneself, confidence, enjoyment of social gatherings and
interactions, enthusiasm and energy. The agreeableness indicates the tendency to forgive the
wrongs, low inclination toward judging others, willingness to compromise and cooperate.
The conscientiousness scale is characterized by the tendency to organize time and the
physical surroundings, work in a disciplined way toward one’s goals, strive for accuracy and
perfection, and careful deliberation in making decisions. Finally, the openness to experience
scale displays features related to the enjoyment of the beauty of art and nature, curiosity

N Age Gender

Middle-manager 3 (2%) 60.33 ± 7.85 2F, 1M
Employee 64 (43%) 30.43 ± 10.16 30F, 34M
Intern 83 (55%) 22.70 ± 2.26 50F, 33M

Note(s): Number of participants, age and gender information per category
Source(s): Own production

Table 1.
Sample description
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toward various domains of knowledge, high use of imagination and interest in unusual ideas
or people.

The Leadership Preference Scale (LPS; Bhushan, 1995) consists of thirty items to measure
the individual preference for leadership style; higher score on the scale indicates greater
preference for democratic leadership, while lower scores indicate a preference for
authoritarian style (Bhushan, 1971; Bhushan and Verma, 1972).

Finally, the Motivation Sources Inventory (MSI; Barbuto and Scholl, 1998) includes five
subscales with six unique loading items per subscale that capture the domains of interest for
each source of motivation, namely, intrinsic process, instrumental, external self-concept,
internal self-concept and goal internalization. The intrinsic process motivation indicates that
the work itself acts as the incentive because employees enjoy what they are doing. The
instrumental motivation indicates that workers are motivated when they perceive that their
behavior will lead to certain extrinsic tangible outcomes (i.e. monetary rewards, bonuses,
promotions etc.). The external self-concept-based motivation indicates that people are
rewarded by external contingencies, hence, they behave in a way that satisfies the reference
group member with the goal of achieving acceptance, status or approval. The internal self-
concept-based motivation indicates that workers are rewarded by the ability to comply with
certain internal standards of traits, competencies and values that become the basis for the
ideal self, hence, the person is then motivated to engage in behaviors that reinforce these
standards and achieve higher levels of competency. Finally, the goal internalization
motivation is when the individuals adopt attitudes and behaviors because they are congruent
with their personal value systems; hence, they believe in the organizational goals and are
motivated towards reaching them.

Analyses
Questionnaires were scored to determine, for each participant, measures of personality,
preference for leadership style and motivation. For the MSI, the ratio analysis method was
employed (Barbuto, 2001). Then, the scores obtained for each scale and subscale were
z-transformed prior to statistical testing. Furthermore, a reliability analysis (Fleiss’s Kappa)
was conducted across the various scales and subscales.

As a first step, a series of Pearson’s correlations were computed across the measures of
interest, to explore the possible relationships existing between motivation and leadership and
personality facets. Correlations were FDR corrected for multiple testing (Benjamini et al., 2006).

Secondly, based on the results of these correlational analyses, a series of mediation and
moderations analyses were conducted using the package PROCESS (Hayes, 2015) for SPSS
(IBM SPSS, 2021). In particular, the different measures of motivation (i.e. intrinsic process,
instrumental, external self-concept, internal self-concept and goal internalization) were used
as dependent variables, the leadership score was used as independent variable, while the
personality dimensions of interest were treated either as mediators or moderators in the
analyses. Further, in all the analyses, participants’ age was included as a covariate.

Results
Table 2 displays the means and standard deviations of the raw scores collected across all the
scales and subscales, the comprehensive results of the Pearson’s correlations along with the
results of the reliability analyses of the scales. This latter analysis indicates that all scales
appeared to be internally valid (p < 0.001), with the only exception of the subscales
emotionality (p 5 0.30) and openness to experience (p 5 0.90) of the HEXACO.

The first step of the analysis was aimed at exploring the relationships between the various
sources of motivation and leadership preference and personality traits. With respect to
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Descriptive statistics
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motivation, the results showed that the intrinsic process dimension of the scale was
negatively associated with the leadership preference (r 5 �0.20, p < 0.001, p-adj <0.01)
indicating that a higher preference toward democratic leadership is associated with a lower
intrinsic reward derived from the job. Secondly, with respect to personality measures, results
show that intrinsic motivation is negatively associated with honesty-humility (r 5 �0.20,
p < 0.05, p-adj 5 0.06) and conscientiousness (r 5 �0.16, p < 0.05, p-adj 5 0.13); however,
these correlations did not survive the correction for multiple testing (i.e. see p-adj).
Instrumental motivation was not significantly associated with any of the personality traits,
nor with leadership preference (see Table 1 for detailed results). The external self-concept
motivations appeared to be negatively correlated with the honesty-humility (r 5 �0.28,
p < 0.001, p-adj <0.001) and extroversion (r 5 �0.26, p < 0.001, p-adj <0.001) personality
traits, hence indicating that people low in these traits are highly motivated by the chance of
gaining status and external approval. The internal self-conceptmotivation, on the other hand,
shows a positive correlation with the extraversion (r5 0.25, p < 0.001, p-adj <0.01), and with
the leadership preference (r5 0.33, p < 0.001, p-adj <0.001) indicating that extrovert people
and people with a high preference for democratic leadership are highly motivated by the
chance of gaining competencies and reach internal goals and expectations. Finally, the goal
internalization motivation was positively correlated with the honesty-humility trait (r5 0.39,
p < 0.001, p-adj <0.001), suggesting that people with these personality characteristics feel
motivated by internalizing and aligning with organizational goals.

With respect to the leadership preference, along with the correlations with the sources of
motivation, already presented above (i.e. intrinsic motivation and internal self-concept
motivation), the leadership preference scale also showed a positive correlation with the
extraversion personality trait (r5 0.25, p < 0.001; p-adj <0.01); this result suggests that people
higher in extraversion also showed a more pronounced preference for democratic leadership.

Moderation and mediation results
Based on the results of the exploratory correlational analysis, in a second step, we aimed at
further characterizing the relationship between motivation, leadership preference and
personality by conducting some moderation and mediation analysis. The results of the
correlational analyses showed that the only measures that appeared to be significantly
correlated with one another were the internal self-concept motivation, leadership preference
and the extraversion personality trait. Hence, these measures represented the starting point
for both the moderation and mediation approach.

Firstly, a moderation was conducted using the internal self-concept motivation as
dependent variable, the leadership preference as independent variable and the extraversion
personality trait as moderator; further, age was included as covariate in the analysis
(Figure 1). The model was overall significant (R 5 0.37, R2 5 0.14, F 5 5.73, p < 0.001,
f2 5 0.16) and has a medium effect size. In particular, the main effect of the leadership
preference was found significant (β5 0.29, t5 35228.00, p< 0.001, LLCI5 0.13, ULCI5 0.45,
η25 0.12) with a medium effect size; the main effect of the extraversion personality trait was
also significant (β5 0.17, t5 21580.00, p< 0.05, LLCI5 0.01, ULCI5 0.34, η25 0.05) but with
a small effect size. More importantly, the interaction effect failed to reach statistical
significance (β 5 0.04, t 5 0.58, p 5 0.56, LLCI 5 �0.11, ULCI 5 0.20, η2 5 0.01), hence
indicating that the extraversion personality trait did not exert a modulatory effect of the
relationship between leadership and internal self-concept motivation (Figure 2). Finally, the
effect of age (covariate) was not statistically significant (β 5 �0.01, t 5 �0.94, p 5 0.35,
LLCI 5 �0.03, ULCI 5 0.01) (see Table 3).

As a second step, we tested whether the extraversion personality trait could instead exert
a mediation effect in the relationship between leadership preference and internal self-concept
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Figure 1.
Moderation model (a)
and results of the
interaction effect of
leadership preference
and extraversion
personality on the
internal self-concept
motivation (b)

Figure 2.
Mediation model run
with internal self-
conceptmotivation as a
dependent variable,
leadership preference
as an independent
variable and the
extraversion
personality trait as
mediator
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motivation. Thus, a mediation analysis with internal self-concept motivation as dependent
variable, the leadership preference as independent variable, the extraversion personality trait
as mediator and age as covariate was computed. The results indicated that the model is
overall significant (R 5 0.37, R2 5 0.14, F 5 75.66, p < 0.001, f 2 5 0.16) and has a medium
effect size. Specifically, the main effect on the leadership preference was significant (β5 0.28,
t5 34840.00, p < 0.001, LLCI5 0.12, ULCI5 0.44, η25 0.11), and displayed a medium effect
size. Themain effect of the extraversion personality trait was also found significant (β5 0.17,
t 5 21032.00, p < 0.05, LLCI 5 0.01, ULCI 5 0.33, η2 5 0.05), but it only had a small effect
size, while the effect of age was found non-significant (β 5 �0.01, t 5 �0.85, p 5 0.40,
LLCI5�0.02, ULCI5 0.01, η25 0.00). Furthermore, the results of direct and indirect effects
of the leadership preference on the internal self-concept motivation indicated that the total
effect was indeed significant and bearing a medium effect size (β5 0.32, t5 41.39, p < 0.001,
LLCI 5 0.17, ULCI 5 0.48, η2 5 0.14), as well as the direct (β 5 0.28, t 5 34.84,
p < 0.001, LLCI 5 0.12, ULCI 5 0.44, η2 5 0.11). The indirect effect was also significant
(β 5 0.045, SE 5 0.027, LLCI 5 0.002, ULCI 5 0.10, η2 5 0.01); however, the effect size was
found to be small. These results suggest that the relationship between leadership preference
and internal self-concept motivation is indeed mediated by the indirect effect of the
extraversion personality trait (see Table 4).

Model summary
R R2 f 2 MSE F df1 df2

0.37 0.14 0.16 0.88 5.73*** 4 144

Detailed results
β se t LLCI ULCI η2

Leadership preference 0.29 0.08 35228.00*** 0.13 0.45 0.12
Extraversion 0.17 0.08 21580.00* 0.01 0.34 0.05
Leadership preference * extraversion 0.04 0.08 0.58 �0.11 0.20 0.01
Age �0.01 0.01 �0.94 �0.03 0.01 0.00

Note(s): The leadership preference as independent variable, the extraversion personality trait as moderator,
and age as covariate ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
Source(s): Own production

Model summary
R R2 f 2 MSE F df1 df2

0.37 0.14 0.16 0.88 75.66*** 30.00 1450.00

Detailed results
β SE t LLCI ULCI η2

Leadership preference 0.28 0.08 34840.00*** 0.12 0.44 0.11
Extraversion (direct) 0.17 0.08 21032.00* 0.01 0.33 0.05
Age �0.01 0.01 �0.85 �0.02 0.01 0.00
Extraversion (indirect) 0.04 0.03 – 0.00 0.10 0.01

Note(s): Leadership preference as independent variable, the extraversion as mediator, and age as covariate
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
Source(s): Own production

Table 3.
Results of the

moderation analysis
conducted using the
internal self-concept

motivation as
dependent variable

Table 4.
Results of the

mediation analysis
conducted using the
internal self-concept

motivation as
dependent variable
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Discussion
The results of our study bear significant implications both for further research and theory
development, and for management practice.

Firstly, our results show that there indeed exists a three-way relationship between the
three constructs of leadership, motivation and personality traits, which, to the best of our
knowledge, has never been investigated in previous literature. Our findings, hence, point to
the need to consider employees’ heterogeneity in personality traits when investigating
motivation and preference for leadership.

More specifically, we found that leadership preference is significantly correlated with two
specific dimensions of employees’ motivation. First, preference for democratic leadership is
negatively correlated with intrinsic motivation. This result, albeit appearing odd, may
suggest that democratic leadership, thanks to its inherent characteristics, diminishes the
relative importance of the intrinsic reward of the job itself; in other words, democratic leaders
may be capable of motivating employees even when the job is not itself fundamentally
motivating. Furthermore, leadership preference appears to be positively correlated with the
internal self-concept motivation. Thus, democratic leadership – because of its emphasis on
diffuse participation in decision making activities, free exchange of ideas and discussion,
while still offering guidance and support – has the potential of motivating people by
empowering them and facilitating the pursue of internal goals and standards. These results
are in line with previous findings. For example, a qualitative study in public service has
shown that transformational leaders – who share many characteristics with democratic
leaders, (i.e. emphasis on growth and on instilling confidence in group members) by
clarifying, sharing and maintaining an organizational vision, are able to better motivate their
employees to do good for society and others (Andersen et al., 2018).

Hence, a first important implication is that, with respect to the previous literature wherein
the superiority of a specific leadership style over the other in motivating employees was
tested regardless of the specific features of employees, our findings allow to better clarify
which categories of workers are more likely to benefit from a democratic leadership;
specifically, here we found that those who benefit the most from this style are employees who
don’t derive intrinsic rewards from performing their job (e.g. job tasks that are inherently dull
and repetitive) and employees who are highly motivated by goals related with one’s inner
personal growth. Hence, here we show that democratic leadership – despite being overall
more convenient, as shown by previous literature, is likely to have a differential and
potentially deeper impact depending on the type of job and on employees’main motivational
drivers.

On the side of personality traits, leadership preference positively correlates only with
extraversion, hence indicating that extroverts display a much higher preference for
democratic vs autocratic leaders. Indeed, extraverts are usually positive, energetic,
enthusiastic people, thus sharing many features of democratic leaders themselves. These
results are also in line with previous findings; indeed, Moss and Ngu (2006) found that
extraverts show a preference for transformational leadership, which as mentioned before has
many characteristics in commonwith democratic leadership. Along the same lines, Breevaart
and de Vries (2021) found a positive association between extraversion and charismatic
leadership; again, charismatic leadership shares many features with democratic leadership
(i.e. strong communication skills, persuasiveness and the ability to get the most out of every
employee).

Hence, overall, our results contribute to theory by providing further empirical evidence in
favor of the relationship between certain personality traits – specifically, extraversion – and
preferences for leadership styles that focus on empowering employees, emphasis on growth
and diffuse participation.
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Furthermore, we found that people with specific personality traits appear to be motivated
by different sources of motivation. For example, we found negative correlations between the
honesty-humility personality trait and intrinsic process and external self-concept motivation,
while a positive correlation was observed with goal internalization. In other words, people
with high honesty-humility traits appear to be lessmotivated by the job itself, or by the desire
or need for external approval. For example, they typically refrain from pursuing personal
gain, wealth, luxury goods and social status. Rather, they are mostly motivated by a sense of
duty, hence, by a strong alignment of personal values with the organizational ones, as
suggested by the relationship with the goal internalization motivation. Furthermore, we also
found that the extraversion personality trait was negatively correlated with the external self-
concept motivation, and positively correlated with the internal self-concept motivation.
Hence, these results suggest that extroverts are not interested in gaining social status,
acceptance and recognition, but they are rather motivated by the fulfillment of internal goals
and standards, in a perspective of change and individual growth. Extraversion has been
found to be a significant element of motivation also in some other previous studies; for
example, Jugovi�c et al. (2012) investigated the relationship between personality and
motivation in a cohort of teachers, and found that extraversion, along with agreeableness,
was a significant predictor of intrinsic career value, satisfaction and perceived ability in the
teaching profession. Clark and Schroth (2010), investigating the role of personality in the
motivation of university students, found that extroverted people were motivated by
the intrinsic value of learning and accomplishment, as well as by extrinsic introjected
regulations regarding the value and the obligation of attending college. Despite the fact that
these studies have found mostly intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to be associated with
extroverted personality – also because of the differences in terms of models of motivation
used in the design – in line with our results, they highlight the relevance of extraversion in
building individual motivation. Overall, these findings contribute to theories on motivation
by highlighting that it is not a universal or monolithic concept; rather, people – based on their
inherent psychological characteristics – tent to find motivation bymeans of different drivers.
Hence, recognizing such features may provide a beneficial advantage in keeping employees
engaged and motivated, in turn, benefiting organizational performance.

A final important result of this investigation lies in the three-way relationship between
leadership, personality and motivation. Indeed, we found that the positive relationship
between preference for democratic leadership and internal self-concept motivation was both
direct and indirect; specifically, with respect to the indirect relationship, it appeared to be
mediated by the extraversion personality trait. In otherwords, democratic leadership appears
to be capable of inspiring and motivating the pursuit of internal goals, standards and
expectations (i.e. the ideal self), both directly and by leveraging on the individual extroversion
propensity.

Thus, these results contribute to theory on both leadership and motivation by providing
the underlying mechanism of the observed association between motivation and leadership
preferences, showing that the link is mediated by employees’ psychological features. Indeed,
personality features can greatly vary among an otherwise similar population, and they
describe stable patterns of behavior that can have broad-ranging consequences for many
domains of life (Roberts et al., 2007); here we show that they play a role also in shaping
motivation and preferences for leadership.

Our results bear some straightforward managerial implications as far as the relative
effectiveness of different leadership styles are concerned. Both the “Great Resignation” and
“Quiet Quitting” phenomena previously mentioned, which appear to be strictly related with
one another and both stemming from the highly unusual experience occurred to millions of
workers worldwide during the COVID-19 pandemic, have revealed a worrisome and
widespread dissatisfaction and lack ofmotivation among theworkforces. The unprecedented
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opportunity to spend more quality time within the family, the extra hours gained thanks to
not having to commute to work daily, have determined a global shift in priorities among
workers which is likely to last.What the “Great Resignation” phenomenon also reveals is that
economic incentives are likely to have only limited effects in restoring workforce motivation.
Hence, while assuring employees the possibility to achieve a better work-life balance must
continue to be a priority for managers, we argue that leadership style, andmore specifically, a
democratic leadership style, can greatly contribute to restore motivation in those employees
who do not find inner gratification in the job itself anymore (category which is likely to
include several “quiet quitters”), as well as those employees whose experience during the
pandemic has made them revalue the importance of personal growth and personal self-
development. Additionally, these results, by focusing on employees’ psychological
characteristics and motivational drivers, contribute to a further understanding of the
variables that shape good managerial practices in the workplace; for example, leaders may
employ personality andmotivational assessments to better recognize how to keep employees
engaged, and to identify which leverages are better suited for each worker, hence targeting
individualized interventions to boost motivation and engagement. Along these lines, a better
understanding of employees’ personality features and motivational drives may even
contribute to the development of more effective and – up to a certain extent – individualized
incentive systems which may help to connect personal and organizational interest, creating a
virtuous cycle between employers and employees. Furthermore, we also suggest that leaders
themselves should engage in the process of self-development, as such practices may enable
them to engage in a democratic leadership attitude which, in turn, may allow them to
effectively empower their employees and engage them on a psychological level.

From a theoretical standpoint, on the other hand, these results contribute to reinforce the
idea that there is not an absolute one-fits-all leadership model that can work well in every
situation andwith every individual, in line with the suggestions by VanDerWagen (2008), on
the contrary, motivation appears to be a multifaced construct that may change dramatically
as a function of the individual characteristics of employees, and which is also differentially
influenced by leadership style. Thus, overall, these results contribute to obtaining a deeper
understanding of the micro-foundations of motivation and its relationship with leadership,
highlighting the relevance of individuals’ heterogeneous psychological characteristics.
Moreover, it is our conjecture that democratic leaders may be better able to compensate for
the lack of inner motivation which may occur to workers because of either personal or
collective crises like the one the world recently experienced. We leave this conjecture for
future research.

Limitations
The current study also bears some limitations. Firstly, the current findings provide evidence
of second and third level association that is limited to some personality traits, motivational
drivers and leadership styles. Hence, future research should try to further investigate which
leadership approaches are better suited for people not falling into the categories of workers
identified in the current study, i.e. those motivated by different drivers or displaying other
personality traits. Furthermore, as not every motivational driver has been found to display a
link with the personality traits investigated in the current study, future research may try to
disentangle which variables shape such motivational sources, in order to better understand
how to promote employees’ motivation.

Secondly, the current study has a limitation related to the convenience sample employed,
which may limit the generalizability of the findings. Indeed, half of participants are interns or
trainees, namely, people at the very beginning of their career, and overall, the sample displays
a low average age (i.e.∼27); while we argue that this does not affect themeasure of the various
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personality traits, as these appear to be relatively stable over a large time span, on the other
hand, the still limited job experience of these participants may have impacted upon the
evaluation of motivational drivers and leadership preferences. Indeed, it is possible that
people at the beginning of their careers have a more “idealized” view of their job – for
example, emphasizing motivational features related to the internal self-concept driver, such
has growth and the pursuit of values in line with the ideal self as well as leadership features
that focus on empowerment and growth – which may become less relevant in the following
stages of one’s career, leaving space for other motivational drivers and preferences in
leadership. For example, in later stages of their careers as well as private life (e.g. marriage,
children etc.), people may find higher motivation in instrumental drivers, i.e. monetary
rewards, bonuses, promotions, etc. or in external self-concept drivers, such acceptance, status,
or approval. Similarly, older or more experienced workers may end up appreciating a more
directive leadership style, which clearly sets standards and expectations of the job. Future
research should try to disentangle whether the relationship between personality traits,
motivational drivers and leadership preferences may change as a function of different career
stages and/or age ranges.
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