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Abstract: 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to examine the influence of grit, which is the tendency to 
pursue long-term goals with perseverance and continuing passion, on leaders’ self-reported 
behavior in terms of role modeling and innovating, as well as inspiring, empowering and 
supporting followers. Design/methodology/approach: Data were collected from an 
international sample of 3,702 leaders in work and non-work contexts. They reported their level 
of grit and how frequently they engaged in five leadership practices. Moderation analysis was 
used to test the influence of grit on leadership behaviors across contexts. Findings: High grit 
leaders reported more frequent role modeling and innovating behaviors, but less inspiring 
behavior. Grit’s effect on empowering behaviors depended on the context; grit caused leaders to 
empower followers more in non-work contexts, but not in work-related ones. Research 
limitations/implications: That grit is an important predictor of leadership behavior yields both 
practical and theoretical implications. For practice, the results suggest that grit is a desirable trait 
in managers, corresponding with their greater use of various leadership behaviors. For theory, the 
results suggest that part of the effect of traits in leadership arises from influencing the frequency 
with which leaders engage in particular behaviors. Originality/value: This is the first study to 
examine grit’s role in leadership, and it has practical and theoretical implications. For practice, 
the results suggest that grit is a desirable trait in leaders, but one which requires unique supports 
from the leader’s environment. For theory, the results begin to fill an important gap. It is well-
established that personality influences leadership outcomes, but it remains uncertain how and 
when. The current study suggests how, since traits influence the frequency with which leaders 
engage in particular behaviors, and begins to define when, highlighting differences between 
work and non-work contexts. 
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Leadership theory began with trait-based approaches (Northouse, 2012; Yukl, 2012), and recent 
studies are once again examining the effects of leader traits (Deuling et al., 2011; Judge et al., 
2002). For example, evidence has accumulated connecting the Five Factor Model of personality 
to leader behavior (Bergner et al., 2016; Bernerth et al., 2007; Washington et al., 2006), and 
increasingly studies are linking other traits to leadership outcomes (e.g. Carnevale et al., 
2011; Siegling et al., 2014). Consistent with this growing attention, meta-analysis has shown that 
leader traits can explain more than 20 percent of variance in ratings of leadership effectiveness 
(DeRue et al., 2011). 
 
However, the details of how and when traits influence leadership remain uncertain. Much of the 
existing work has been exploratory, and primarily focused on the correlations between broad 
traits and outcomes (e.g. Khoo and Burch, 2008; Westerlaken and Woods, 2013). Reviews of 
this literature have highlighted the need to explore a greater variety of personality traits and the 
need to focus on traits with clear behavioral manifestations (Bono and Judge, 2004). The study 
reported here addresses this need and extends prior work by examining how leaders’ grit (i.e. 
trait-level passion and perseverance) influences a variety of leadership behaviors. 
 
Studying the influence of grit on leadership behavior makes three contributions. First, it responds 
directly to the need for knowledge about the effects of new, behavior-focused traits. Second, 
studying grit offers actionable knowledge. Most of the current leadership personality studies 
focus on the “dark side,” emphasizing undesirable traits such as narcissism and egotism 
(e.g. Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2011; Mathieu and Babiak, 2015; Westerlaken and Woods, 
2013; Wisse et al., 2015). Focusing on leader pathology has meant less attention paid to leaders’ 
desirable traits. However, knowing what to avoid does not tell one what to prefer (Caza and 
Carroll, 2012). Finally, this study recognizes that the nature of leadership varies by context 
(e.g. Hackman and Wageman, 2004; Sander and Caza, 2015), so that one should not assume a 
trait’s effect on leadership is the same in all situations. 
 
Grit 
 
Grit, which is defined as one’s passion and perseverance in pursuit of long-term goals 
(Duckworth et al., 2007), is an important individual difference. Previous study has shown that 
grit is more than just work ethic (Meriac et al., 2015) or the hardiness to endure setbacks 
(Maddi et al., 2012). Grit is an individuals’ ability to maintain passion despite a lack of positive 
feedback, which is important for success in many domains, including leadership. Experience 
shows that talent and intelligence do not assure success; sustained effort is also essential 
(Duckworth et al., 2011; Ericsson et al., 1993). Consistent with this reasoning, grit has been 
linked with better outcomes in many contexts, including personal relationships, education, 
military training and work performance (Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014). Nonetheless, grit is not 
universally valuable, and appears to offer more benefit in some contexts than in others 
(cf. Ivcevic and Brackett, 2014; Tedesqui and Young, 2018). 
 
To date, grit’s role in leadership has not been studied, but there is good reason to suspect its 
importance. A gritty person’s enduring focus on long-term outcomes reflects the forward-looking 
orientation that distinguishes effective leaders (Ilies et al., 2006; Kouzes and Posner, 
2017). Since grit is not correlated with intelligence, and it accounts for more variance in 



outcomes than does conscientiousness in some contexts (e.g. Duckworth et al., 2007; Tedesqui 
and Young, 2018), grit may be an additional important predictor of leadership outcomes. 
However, theory concerning grit is still in a relatively nascent stage (e.g. Crede et al., 
2017; Datu et al., 2017; Midkiff et al., 2017) and this is the first reported study of grit in 
leadership. As a result, an exploratory approach was adopted, with the goal of examining how 
leaders’ grit was related to a wide range of leadership behavior. 
 
Leadership behavior 
 
Leadership may be the most studied topic in social science research, which is reflected in the 
vast and complex array of behaviors associated with it (Northouse, 2012). Nonetheless, reviews 
of this literature consistently find that leadership behavior can usefully be summarized with a 
few broad categories (DeRue et al., 2011; Yukl, 2012; Yukl et al., 2002), and this inclusive 
approach is the one adopted in this study. In particular, this research defined and measured 
leadership behavior using The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership framework (Kouzes and 
Posner, 2017). 
 
The research leading to The Five Practices model began with case studies and systematic 
interviews with managers and their constituents, across a wide variety of public and private 
sector organizations around the world, about “personal best” experiences as leaders. These 
behaviors and actions were systematically analyzed and categorized into common themes or 
practices, and refined through empirical analyses (Posner, 2015). The framework has been in use 
for over 35 years, both in applied leadership development settings and in hundreds of research 
projects (Posner, 2015, 2016). More than 5m participants, representing over 180 countries, have 
completed surveys associated with The Five Practices framework, making it a well-established 
and parsimonious means of conceptualizing leadership that is applicable across settings and 
cultures (e.g. Caza and Posner, 2017; Posner, 2013, 2018; Zagorsek et al., 2004). 
 
For each of the five leadership practices, there are two essential actions, which are implemented 
through a series of behaviors. The focus of this framework is on the behavior of leaders, not their 
intentions nor their attributes. Below, each leadership practice is briefly summarized. 
 
Model the Way 
 
Effective leaders demonstrate the behaviors they want from followers by engaging in them 
personally. Leaders act in accordance with their stated goals and values. They serve as role 
models. 
 
Inspire a Shared Vision 
 
Effective leaders are future oriented, articulating a clear vision, which emotionally engages 
followers in that vision’s achievement. To the extent that leaders link their visionary goal to 
followers’ motivations and interests, the aspiration becomes a shared one. Achieving buy-in from 
all parties builds follower commitment, and is thus more likely to be attained. 
 
Challenge the Process 



 
Leading always involves disruptions, so leaders are more successful when they are able to 
embrace and promote change. Effective leaders do not fear the uncertainty of new ways and 
support a climate of experimentation and discovery, contributing to learning and subsequent 
higher levels of performance. 
 
Enable Others to Act 
 
Since leading involves helping followers to achieve outcomes, followers’ results ultimately 
determine the leader’s success. As such, an important part of an effective leader’s responsibility 
is to build followers’ competence and confidence and to foster collaborative relationships. 
 
Encourage the Heart 
 
Effective leaders are cognizant of the socioemotional needs of their followers. They actively 
provide support and reinforce both progress and achievement. They link rewards to shared values 
and standards and in doing so align their followers’ needs and collective goals. 
 
Method 
 
Participants 
 
A private company that sells personality assessments collected the data. Participants had a 
voluntary option to complete our measures while completing the company’s proprietary 
assessment. Using this online format provided access to a large, international sample composed 
of sincerely interested and committed participants who were engaging in natural behavior, rather 
than performing in the context of a research study. Over a two-month period, 3,702 people 
completed the survey. 
 
The sample was predominantly American (82.3 percent) and Caucasian (75.8 percent), but had 
respondents from over 50 nations. Surveys were completed in English. The respondents were 
split evenly by gender (49.3 percent female) and most (68.3 percent) respondents had a 
university education. The sample had a fairly normal distribution of respondent ages, with about 
10 percent between 18 and 25 years of age, and 10 percent over 55 years of age; 28 percent were 
between 26 and 35 years of age, 28 percent were between 36 and 45 years of age, and 24 percent 
were between 46 and 55 years of age. Their occupations and industries covered a wide range of 
fields. Further demographic information is given below. 
 
Measures 
 
Respondents completed two instruments, in addition to providing demographic data. They 
completed the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI; Posner and Kouzes, 1988), a survey 
instrument measuring The Five Practices framework. The LPI includes six behavioral statements 
to measure each of the five leadership practices (Model, Inspire, Challenge, Enable and 
Encourage). Ten-point Likert scales are used with “1” indicating that the respondent “almost 
never” engages in this particular behavior and “10” indicating that the person “almost always” 



engages in the behavior. The 30 statements are descriptive, about the frequency with which the 
individual acts in this manner. For example: “I set a personal example of what I expect from 
others” (Model), “I encourage others to share an exciting dream of the future” (Inspire), “I 
encourage experiments and risk-taking, even when there is a chance of failure” (Challenge), “I 
give people a great deal of freedom and choice in deciding how to do their work” (Enable), and 
“I give the members of my team lots of appreciation and support for their contributions” 
(Encourage). 
 
The second instrument was Duckworth et al.’s (2007) grit measure. It is a 12-item self-report 
scale assessing trait-level passion and perseverance in pursuit of long-term goals (e.g. “I have 
achieved a goal that took me years of work”; “New ideas and projects sometimes distract me 
from previous ones” (reverse scored)). Respondents indicated how well each statement described 
them (1 = not at all like me; 5 = very much like me). Although the scale has two component 
factors, it has been shown to have better predictive power when used as a single, combined score 
(Duckworth et al., 2007). 
 
In terms of potential control variables, the data included gender, age, education, ethnicity, 
country of origin and an open-ended description of the respondent’s work. Most of these 
variables were subsequently omitted from the analysis, however, below for two reasons. 
Theoretically, because previous research suggests that demographic differences are not important 
moderators of LPI responses (Posner, 1992, 2013), there was no compelling reason that they be 
included (Bernerth and Aguinis, 2016). Empirically, moreover, because their inclusion did not 
change the substantive results. 
 
However, there were two important exceptions. The first was work-related leadership. Although 
everyone is called upon to be a leader in some context of their lives (Northouse, 2012), assuming 
a formal leadership role, especially in consequential, work-based situations is a unique 
experience. It changes how individuals think about leading (Epitropaki and Martin, 
2004). Therefore, respondents’ open-ended descriptions of their work were coded to create a 
dichotomous variable for work-related leadership roles. Respondents’ whose work description 
clearly indicated supervisory, management or other leadership roles (e.g. business owner, 
regional manager) were given a score of 1; others (e.g. customer service rep, salesperson) were 
given a score of 0. Almost two-fifths (37.5 percent; n=1,389) of the sample had leadership as a 
formal part of their current work. This leadership experience variable was used as a control in all 
models, and in interaction terms with grit to test for differences across context. 
 
In addition, both theory (Kouzes and Posner, 2017) and evidence (Herold and Feilds, 
2004) suggest that the correlations among the five leadership practices reflect their mutual 
influence. That is, leaders engaging in some practices are more likely to also engage in others. 
Therefore, all models included the appropriate leadership practices as control variables. 
 
Results 
 
Table I shows the descriptive statistics and correlations for all measures. Preliminary analysis 
suggested that these data were appropriate and useful. First, all Cronbach’s α reliability scores 
exceeded the 0.65 threshold (DeVellis, 2003). As well, based on Hu and Bentler’s (1999) fit 



criteria, a confirmatory factor analysis of all measures had an acceptable fit with the data 
(χ2=13,223.56, df=804, SRMR=0.08, RMSEA=0.06). Second, the expected six-factor model had 
a significantly better fit than a two-factor model in which the five leadership scores were 
combined into a single factor (Δχ2=3,904.04, df=14, p<0.01). These results suggest that, despite 
sizable correlations, the leadership factors were distinct from each other. Third, power analysis 
revealed that in a multiple regression with six independent variables and α level of 0.05, a 
sample of 1,360 would provide 0.80 power for an effect size of 0.01. Even the smallest subset in 
the data, those leading at work, exceeded that number indicating sufficient power for reliable 
analysis. Finally, the multi-factor structure of the data means that Harmon’s single factor test 
suggests that common method variance was not a significant concern (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 
 
Table I. Descriptive statistics and correlations for all variablesa 
Variable Mean SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Ageb 2.95 1.15 

        

2. Educationc 4.73 1.23 
 

0.05 
      

3. Modeld 7.93 1.21 0.75 0.05 0.03 
     

4. Inspired 7.26 1.64 0.88 0.03 0.05 0.76 
    

5. Challenged 7.36 1.43 0.82 0.01 0.12 0.71 0.81 
   

6. Enabled 8.38 0.88 0.68 0.05 0.09 0.61 0.56 0.60 
  

7. Encouraged 7.93 1.41 0.87 0.07 0.03 0.71 0.67 0.63 0.65 
 

8. Grite 3.80 0.51 0.79 0.07 0.01 0.45 0.34 0.35 0.33 0.34 
Notes: an=3,702; all correlations of 0.03 or greater are significant (p<0.05); b Categorical variable: 1=18–25 years 
(10.1 percent of sample), 2 = 26–35 years (28.4 percent), 3=36–45 years (27.8 percent), 4=46–55 years (23.6 
percent), 5=over 55 years (10.2 percent); c Categorical variable: 1=some high school (0.8 percent of sample), 2=high 
school diploma (8.2 percent), 3=technical degree (5.9 percent), 4=some university (16.8 percent), 5=university 
degree (38.5 percent), 6=graduate or professional degree (29.9 percent); d Ten-point scale of frequency; e Five-point 
scale of agreement 
 
Ordinary least squares regression was used to assess the relationships between grit and each of 
the five leadership practices. Each model in Table II has one of the leadership practices as the 
dependent variable. The first five models also have five control variables: the other four 
leadership practices and the work leadership dummy variable. Grit is the independent variable, 
and Models 1 to 5 include an interaction term between grit and work leadership. Because of 
significant correlations among some the leadership practice variables, variance inflation factors 
were calculated. The largest value was only 3.75, suggesting that multi-collinearity was not a 
concern in these results (Neter et al., 1996). 
 
The findings suggest that grit influenced the frequency with which leaders reported engaging in 
four of the five leadership practices (see Figure 1). Grit was unrelated to only the frequency of 
encouraging behaviors (Model 5; p=0.54). Grit was negatively related to the frequency of 
inspiring behaviors (Model 2; β=−0.10, p<0.01). In contrast, grit was associated with greater 
frequency of two leadership practices: leaders with more grit reported more frequent engagement 
in modeling behaviors (Model 1; β=0.39, p<0.01) and challenging behaviors (Model 
3; β=0.08, p=0.02). 
 



Table II. Regression models 

 
Model 1 
Model 

Model 2 
Inspire 

Model 3 
Challenge 

Model 4 
Enable 

Model 5 
Encourage 

Model 6 
Enable among work 

leaders 

Model 7 
Enable among non-

work leaders 
Intercept 0.72* (0.47, 98) −1.04* (−1.36, −0.71) −0.37* (−0.68, −0.07) 4.06* (3.86, 4.27) −0.78* (−1.12, −0.43) 4.23* (3.94, 4.52) 4.13* (3.92, 4.35) 
Model  0.42* (0.38, 0.46) 0.17* (0.13, 0.21) 0.12* (0.09, 0.15) 0.42* (0.38, 0.46) 0.19* (0.14, 0.24) 0.08* (0.04, 0.12) 
Inspire 0.25* (0.23, 0.28)  0.52* (0.49, 0.54) −0.03* (−0.05, −0.00) 0.18* (0.15, 0.22) −0.05* (−0.09. −0.01) −0.02 (−0.05, 0.01) 
Challenge 0.12* (0.09, 0.15) 0.60* (0.57, 0.63)  0.17* (0.14, 0.19) 0.02 (−0.02, 0.06) 0.18* (0.14, 0.22) 0.16*(0.13, 0.19) 
Enable 0.13* (0.10, 0.16) −0.05* (−0.09, −0.01) 0.26* (0.23, 0.30)  0.48* (0.44, 0.53)   
Encourage 0.23* (0.21, 0.26) 0.17* (0.14, 0.20) 0.02 (−0.01, 0.04) 0.24* (0.22, 0.26)  0.22* (0.18, 0.25) 0.25* (0.22, 0.28) 
Work leadershipa 0.24 (−0.10, 0.57) −0.01 (−0.44, 0.42) 0.05 (−0.35, 0.45) 0.38* (0.07, 0.70) −0.37 (−0.82, 0.08)   
Grit 0.39* (0.33, 0.44) −0.10* (−0.17, −0.03) 0.08* (0.01, 0.15) 0.12* (0.07, 0.18) −0.02 (−0.10, 0.05) −0.02 (−0.09, 0.05) 0.15* (0.09, 0.20) 
Grit X work 
leadership interaction 

−0.03 (−0.12, 0.06) 0.03 (−0.09, 0.14) −0.02 (−0.12, 0.08) −0.10* (−0.18, −0.02) 0.08 (−0.04, 0.20) 
  

Adjusted R2 0.70 0.73 0.70 0.50 0.60 0.48 0.50 
F 1,230* 

(df 7, 3,694) 
1,456* 

(df 7, 3,694) 
1,224* 

(df 7, 3,694) 
524* 

(df 7, 3,694) 
806* 

(df 7, 3,694) 
253* 

(df 5, 1,383) 
469* 

(df 5, 2,307) 
Notes: n=3,702 in Models 1–5, n=1,389 in Model 6, n=2,313 in Model 7; aDummy variable: 1= yes (leader at work); 2= no (leader in non-work context); 95% 
confidence interval in brackets. *p<0.05 
 

 
Figure 1. Summary of Findingsa 
Notes: a Solid lines indicate positive relationships, the broken line indicates a negative relationship, absent lines indicate no consistent relationship, and the 
intersecting lines indicate moderation 



Grit was also positively associated with enabling behaviors (Model 4), but this finding must be 
considered in relation to the significant interaction between grit and work leadership. To 
understand the interaction, two additional regressions were used, splitting the sample based on 
work leadership roles. Among those leading at work, there was no consistent association 
between grit and the frequency of enabling behavior (Model 6; p=0.55); whereas, among those 
who were leading in non-work contexts, grit was associated with more frequent enabling 
behavior (Model 7; β=0.15, p<0.01). 
 
Discussion 
 
This study responded to three needs in research on leader personality: a focus on new, behavior-
focused traits; an examination of desirable, rather than negative, traits; and investigation of how 
context matters. Using a large, international sample of work and non-work leaders, the current 
research examined how the personality trait of grit influenced self-reported leadership behavior 
using The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership framework. The results have both theoretical 
and practical implications. 
 
Analysis found that individuals with more grit reported greater frequency of modeling and 
challenging behaviors. It appears that grit makes individuals more likely to lead by example and 
to support others in challenging the status quo. These relationships make intuitive sense, as grit’s 
dogged perseverance and passionate pursuit of long-term goals should make individuals more 
willing to stick with, stand up for and live by their principles, as well as making them more 
accepting of taking risks and learning from experience. 
 
By comparison, the influence of grit on enabling behaviors was more complex, as it was defined 
by an interaction with leadership context. Individuals who were not leaders at work (i.e. they 
were leaders in non-hierarchical work contexts) had a positive relationship between grit and self-
reported enabling behavior. That is, grit increased the frequency of enabling behaviors among 
non-work leaders. In contrast, there was no consistent relationship between grit and enabling 
behaviors among those who were leaders at work (i.e. they held a management position). One 
possible explanation for this pattern of results is that in personal and social settings, gritty 
individuals’ commitment to their goals motivates them to enlist the aid of others and thus more 
likely to empower those others and enable them to act. In contrast, work leaders may be more 
cautious; their passionate commitment to their goals may be sufficient and substitute for directly 
empowering others. This difference could also reflect the more tangible resources and greater 
stakes associated with empowerment at work and/or the experience gained from prior 
experiments in such consequential empowerment. 
 
In contrast to the above, there was no consistent relationship between grit and encouraging 
behaviors. Gritty individuals appear to be no more or less likely to celebrate and recognize the 
accomplishments of others, which may indicate that grit is more salient in personal goal pursuit 
than it is in relationships with others. That is, grit may shape behavior that is directly relevant to 
the accomplishment of an individual’s goals, but have less effect on other sorts of interactions. 
 
Finally, the data showed that grit appears to make leaders less likely to engage in behaviors 
associated with inspiring a shared vision among followers. Specifically, the more grit individuals 



had, the less frequently they reported engaging in behaviors such as compellingly describing 
future possibilities and helping others to see the value of future goals. This study cannot confirm 
why, but it may be that because of their own unwavering pursuit of long-terms goals, gritty 
individuals forget that others are not equally tenacious (Ross et al., 1977). Those with grit may 
not take sufficient consideration of the fact that less gritty individuals need ongoing and positive 
support and rationale to stay focused on long-term goals. 
 
Overall, these results suggest that grit is generally beneficial among leaders. Grit may prompt 
them to engage more frequently in a range of leadership behaviors that bring about exceptional 
outcomes. At the same time, grit may also make leaders less likely to remind followers of the 
importance and value of long-term goals. It may therefore be useful for supervisors, coworkers 
or other organizational members to put systems in place to remind gritty leaders to engage in 
inspiring behaviors along with those that come more naturally for them. 
 
While this study had the virtue of using a large, diverse sample and measuring naturalistic 
behavior, it also had some limitations that suggest promising directions for future research. The 
three most prominent are discussed here. First, future work should investigate the 
generalizability of these results. Although the sample was diverse in many ways, it was 
predominantly composed of Caucasian Americans, most respondents were well educated, and 
the sample was entirely composed of individuals who were willing and able to pay for an online 
personality assessment. It remains to be seen whether any of these characteristics influence the 
relationship between grit and leader behavior. 
 
Second, the study used a relatively crude measure of the respondents’ leadership roles. It is 
unclear how much leadership experience each respondent had. Given that inexperienced leaders 
tend to have simplistic and unrealistic views about leading (Bettin and Kennedy, 1990; Caza and 
Rosch, 2014), the extent of their experience could be important. Therefore, it would be useful to 
replicate this analysis in a sample where a measure of leadership experience was available as that 
experience may be an influential factor (Avery et al., 2003), e.g., it may be that leadership 
experience moderates the negative relationship between grit and inspiring behavior, such that 
leaders with more experience better realize what followers need to help them stay the course. 
 
Finally, another promising direction for building on these findings involves linking leader grit to 
follower outcomes. Part of the motivation for this study was the fact that leader traits have been 
associated with follower outcomes, but the reasons for those links remain uncertain. The two 
likeliest mechanisms are that certain traits make leaders more likely to behave in particular ways 
or that those traits make leaders more effective when they do engage in certain behaviors 
(Judge et al., 2002). The current study addressed the first possibility, showing that grit makes a 
person more likely to engage in some leadership practices (and less likely to engage in others). 
Since followers’ outcomes have previously been linked to those leadership practices, the 
frequency of leader behavior should explain some of the observed effects associated with leader 
traits. However, it may also be the case that grit influences qualitative aspects of how leaders 
behave, thereby making their use of some practices more or less effective. It would be 
informative to explore this possibility. 
 



In sum, it appears that grit, or one’s continuing passion and perseverance in pursuit of long-term 
goals, is an important part of the leadership personality. This presented the first evidence linking 
grit to leadership, and found that grittier individuals report different frequencies of leadership 
behavior. The results suggest that leadership research and leadership development should include 
grit among the other personality traits that they consider. 
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