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Abstract
Studies on the effect of leader humility generally portray leader humility as beneficial, whereas a minority of studies rec-
ognize potential negative influences. This is probably most clearly the case in the study of organizational citizenship behavior
(OCB) for which both positive and negative relationships with leader humility have been established. We advance the anal-
ysis of the leader humility—OCB relationship by proposing that leader humility has diminishing returns, such that its effects
are positive at lower levels but at higher levels turn negative. We argue that high levels of leader humility boost followers’
views of themselves, as expressed in higher levels of pride, which gives rise to psychological entitlement. Such entitlement in
turn reduces OCB. This suggests a model in which leader humility has a curvilinear, increasing returns, relationship with
follower entitlement, mediated by follower pride, that in turn mediates a curvilinear, decreasing returns, relationship
with OCB. Results of a multiwave, multisource survey supported these predictions.

Keywords
leader humility, pride, entitlement, organizational citizenship behavior

“I feel powerful and highly competent”

“I think I am more special and much better than others in the
group”

—Colleagues when asked what they think of themselves when
their leader praises them and shows vulnerability

Leader humility has received increasing attention from
researchers and practitioners. Leader humility refers to
leader behavior acknowledging the leader’s shortcomings
and willingness to learn from followers and is understood
to be a positive influence in inviting follower engagement
(Owens & Hekman, 2012). Leader humility is recognized
as important in inviting proactive input from team
members, which arguably lies at the core of teamwork
(Markey et al., 2021; van Knippenberg, 2017). In line
with this view of leader humility, research has shown that
leader humility is positively related to leadership effective-
ness as indicated by beneficial effects on such outcomes as
follower prosocial behavior, voice, and job engagement
(Cheung et al., 2020; Mao et al., 2019; Owens &
Hekman, 2012). This evidence base gives rise to the

conclusion that leader humility is by and large a positive
influence on organizational behavior (Reave, 2005).

In counterpoint to this positive conclusion, a growing
body of literature demonstrated not only positive but also
negative relationships of leader humility with organizational
citizenship behavior (OCB)—discretionary behavior that is
important to an organization’s day-to-day functioning
(Organ, 1988). For instance, recent research has indicated
that leader humility can lead to a reduction in OCB under
specific conditions. This includes situations where
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subordinates experience negative affect towards their super-
visor (Qin et al., 2020, 2021). OCB can also be diminished
when subordinates perceive a sense of power triggered by
leader humility (Qiuyun et al., 2020). From this state of
the science, we may thus conclude that whereas leader
humility has predominantly positive effects, for OCB at
least, it can also have negative effects.

One way to reconcile these findings is to focus on mod-
erating influences (Qin et al., 2020, 2021). Here, we propose
a different perspective that complements this moderation
perspective (i.e., is not in opposition with it, but adds a
unique perspective): the effects of leader humility on OCB
may be curvilinear, such that leader humility has a positive
influence at lower levels but has diminishing returns and
ultimately turns counterproductive at higher levels. This
perspective is consistent with the meta-theoretical proposi-
tion that there can be “too much of a good thing” (TMGT;
Pierce & Aguinis, 2013) as well as with recent evidence
that leader humility may have nonlinear relationships with
other outcomes than OCB (Bin et al., 2021; Song et al.,
2022; Yuan et al., 2018). While Ete et al. (2020) identified
a curvilinear relationship between OCB and the leader
honesty-humility personality trait, it is important to note
that this should not be confused with the behavioral leader
humility construct studied in this research (Owens et al.,
2013).

The TMGT notion holds that influences that are by and
large positive can have diminishing returns and even turn
negative at higher levels—Manifested in a nonmonotonic
inverted U-shaped effect (Bednall et al., 2018; Crossan
et al., 2013; Grant & Schwartz, 2011; Lam et al., 2014;
Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). The TMGT is based on the “virtu-
ous mean” concept that reflects practical wisdom and the
ability to find a balance point between two extremes,
neither too high nor too low, to maximize the good or min-
imize the harm (Aristotle, 1999). While we adopt the TMGT
effect as a main principle to explain the curvilinear effect of
leader humility, the law of diminishing marginal utility in
economics (referring to a decline in the marginal benefit
of the next unit as a good or service is being used too
much) also supports our speculation, suggesting that any
changes in leader humility can lead to a corresponding
fixed value change in the marginal utility (Chen et al.,
2018; Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2004).

Core to the rationale for our proposition of a nonlinear
relationship between leader humility and follower OCB is
the recognition that humble readers by admitting their lim-
itations and weaknesses and appreciating followers’
strengths underscore their own shortcomings and followers’
positive worth and values. The self-referential (i.e., rooted in
self-evaluation) emotion of pride is particularly relevant in
this respect because the experience of pride is associated
with a view of self as particularly accomplished or worthy
(Tangney, 2003). This means that leader humility inspires

follower pride—and we argue it does so with increasing
returns because the follower value conveyed by leader humil-
ity will increasingly stand out at the higher level of leader
humility—leader humility gives rise to psychological entitle-
ment (a sense of deservingness of special treatment) fueled by
this pride. The pride examined in this study aligns closely
with the attributes of authentic pride, characterized by terms
such as accomplishment and genuine self-esteem, rather
than the hubristic aspect of pride, which includes descriptors
like arrogance, conceit, and a propensity for certain negative
emotions. This distinction is drawn because leader humility
typically fosters a positive uplift in followers, promoting pro-
social and achievement-oriented emotions, akin to authentic
pride (Carver et al., 2010; Tracy et al., 2009; Tracy &
Robins, 2007, 2014). However, it is important to note that,
as mentioned earlier, an excessive amount of positive
emotion generated by leader humility can potentially
elevate followers’ levels of psychological entitlement.

Psychological entitlement is characterized by the
expectation to receive positive outcomes without a felt
obligation to reciprocate (Fisk, 2010), which we argue
expresses itself in lower OCB at higher levels of leader
humility. Hence, our proposition suggests that leader
humility has a positive impact on followers’ OCB up to
a moderate level. Beyond this point, leader humility by
acknowledging followers’ worth increasingly instills a
sense of pride in them. This, in turn, leads to a growing
sense of entitlement, ultimately diminishing the motiva-
tion to engage in OCB. Figure 1 encapsulates our research
model, illustrating the non-linear impact of leader humil-
ity on OCB, with mediation through pride and psycholog-
ical entitlement.

Our study contributes to leader humility research by pro-
viding a complementary perspective on the observed posi-
tive and negative effects of leader humility on OCB. Our
theory and evidence are not to argue with the notion that
leader humility is by and large a positive influence or that
it can under certain conditions be a negative influence.
Rather, they are complementary in recognizing that to
some extent at least we can understand observations of
both positive and negative effects of leader humility on
OCB through the lens of the TMGT effect: leader humility
is a positive influence up to a point but has diminishing
returns and may turn into a negative influence at higher
levels. Complementing normative discussions of organiza-
tional effectiveness in which encouraging humility is a
core aspect (Frostenson, 2016), these insights suggest
some restraint and instead, point to the value of leaders
being moderately rather than overly humble. Looking
beyond the study of leader humility per se, our study also
contributes to the emerging insight in leadership research
that there can be “too much of a good thing” in that leader-
ship behaviors that have positive influences up to a point
may turn less productive at higher levels. This contributes
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to establishing the value of the TMGT principle and thus
increases the emphasis on the notion that research on posi-
tive influences in organizational behavior would do well to
consider whether diminishing returns and negative effects
for excessive amounts of these influences should be
expected.

Theory and Hypotheses

Leadership research has traditionally studied the effects of
leader behavior in linear models. Increasingly, however,
the notion of monotonic increasing or decreasing patterns
has been challenged by theoretical propositions (Grant &
Schwartz, 2011; Pierce & Aguinis, 2013) and the result of
empirical research (Antonakis et al., 2017; Cavarretta
et al., 2015; Lam et al., 2015; Li et al., 2018). For instance,
Fredrickson (2013, p. 816) suggests that “people can get
TMGT, experiencing a downturn in good outcomes” and
Grant and Schwartz (2011, p.62) invite future research to
identify the inflection points as there is no such thing as
“an unmitigated good.” In a similar vein, Aristotle’s
(1999) virtuous mean perspective suggests that if character
strengths are not exercised in moderation, they will lead to
negative outcomes.

Based on the notion of the TMGT effect, we argue that
the influence of leader humility on follower OCB is more
complex than the simple linear relationship convention-
ally assumed in previous studies. The TMGT effect
refers to a “meta-theoretical principle” (Pierce &
Aguinis, 2013; p. 314) that “all seemingly positive mono-
tonic causal relations… reach a context-specific inflec-
tion point… after which they cease to be positive,
resulting in an overall pattern of curvilinearity”
(p. 317). As a meta-theoretical principle, the TMGT
effect does not specify whether and why the TMGT
effect obtains for a specific factor of interest but rather
guides research by inviting the consideration of whether
an influence that may generally be positive reaches an
inflection point at higher levels (Cronin et al., 2021). In
the current study, we test the theory to that effect for
leader humility. We see the core mediating influence in
this respect to lie in how leader humility elevates follower
self-views, specifically as expressed in follower pride,
and how in excess this can lead to counterproductive feel-
ings of entitlement that reduce follower OCB.

Leader Humility, Follower Pride, and Follower
Entitlement

The way leaders interact with followers is informative about
how the leader views followers (van Knippenberg &
Dwertmann, 2022), and integral to this influence are the fol-
lower emotions that such leadership gives rise to
(Dasborough, 2006). Pride is a particularly relevant
emotion in this respect, because pride is self-referential
(Tangney, 2003); pride is rooted in self-evaluation in that
it is based on positive views of one’s attributes, actions,
and achievements (Mascolo & Fischer, 1995). Pride in
one’s accomplishments, often referred to as authentic or
beta pride, is linked to prosocial motivation and plays a
role in nurturing sincere and deeply ingrained self-esteem
(Tracy et al., 2009; Tracy & Robins, 2007, 2014). Pride is
also especially relevant to the TMGT principle in that
pride is tied to particularly favorable views of the self
(Lazarus, 1991; Tracy & Robins, 2007) and thus a more
likely consequence of leadership that strongly invites such
positive self-views.

Leader humility is likely to enhance follower pride. Due
to the characteristic of leader humility of acknowledging
their own limitations to followers, willingness to seek
advice, and complimenting followers’ strengths and knowl-
edge (Owens et al., 2013), leader humility can invite follow-
ers’ perception of their self-worth vis-à-vis the leader. This
can for instance be seen in findings that leader humility is
positively related to follower self-efficacy, psychological
empowerment, and sense of power (Hadmar et al., 2022;
Jeung & Yoon, 2016; Lin et al., 2019; Mao et al., 2019;
Qiuyun et al., 2020). Leader humility conveys such social
evaluations by implying a comparison of leader and follow-
ers that elevates followers relative to the leader. Positive
feedback, praise, recognition, and empowerment from the
leader serve as uplifts that invoke followers’ sense of
being particularly worthy, which is closely intertwined
with pride (Dasborough, 2006).

Because pride is tied to standing out positively, we can
expect increasing returns of leader humility in its influence
on pride—a stronger relationship at higher levels—as more
strongly implying follower worth vis-à-vis the leader would
increase the impact on follower pride. While feeling positive
about oneself generally—at more moderate levels—is a
good thing, at higher levels, it can be TMGT, because

Figure 1. Theoretical model.
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pride may give rise to psychological entitlement.
Entitlement is the result of an inflated sense of self-
deservingness (Benschop, 2001; Campbell et al., 2004;
Redford et al., 2018). Given that pride is associated with a
sense of standing out positively in terms of one’s attributes,
actions, and achievements, pride, in particular, can feed into
entitlement. Thus, we propose that leader humility has a cur-
vilinear, increasing returns, relationship with follower psy-
chological entitlement, because it has a curvilinear,
increasing returns, relationship with follower pride, and
pride is positively related to entitlement.

Hypothesis 1: Follower pride mediates a curvilinear,
increasing returns, relationship between leader humility
and follower psychological entitlement.

Follower Pride, Entitlement, and OCB

Based on the notion of “the more, the better,” the over-
whelming majority of studies argue that leader humility
has a positive linear relationship with various beneficial
consequences. For instance, leader humility encourages
service-oriented OCB among tourism employees through
the mediating role of job crafting (Ding et al., 2020; Tuan
et al., 2021). Also, leader humility can promote followers’
voice (a form of OCB) by boosting followers’ relational
energy (Ma et al., 2020), feeling trusted (Bharanitharan
et al., 2019), sense of power (Lin et al., 2019), relational
and organizational identification (Li et al., 2018).
However, the emerging empirical literature has revealed
diverse and mixed findings, including negative and positive
direct relationships. For instance, while most studies argue
that leader humility can have a positive impact on followers’
extra-role behavior [via enhancing psychological empower-
ment and sense of power (Lin et al., 2019; Qu et al., 2022)],
few studies argue that enhanced sense of power and entitle-
ment triggered by leader humility could lead to reduced
OCB or high deviant behavior (Hadmar et al., 2022; Qin
et al., 2021; Qiuyun et al., 2020). The potential curvilinear
effect of leader humility on followers’ outcomes has not
been tested in these studies in particular and has seldom
been explored in the leader humility literature in general.
Among the few recent research that investigates the nonlin-
ear effect of leader humility (i.e., Bin et al., 2021; Yuan
et al., 2018), Ete et al. (2020) is the only study that found
the nonmonotonic inverted-U-shaped relationship between
leader honesty/humility personality trait and follower
OCBI. However, it’s important to distinguish the honesty-
humility trait from the behavioral leader humility construct
examined in this study (Owens et al., 2013). While the
honesty/humility dimension of the HEXACO model
shares some pro-social characteristics with humility, the
honesty-humility construct, with its four subcomponents
of fairness, sincerity, greed-avoidance, and modesty

(Ashton & Lee, 2008), does not encompass the fundamental
aspects of humility. These essential elements include the
willingness to assess oneself accurately, openness to learn-
ing (i.e., teachability), and a deep appreciation for others
(Owens & Hekman, 2016; Owens et al., 2013).

Drawing on the TMGT principle, we argue that curvilin-
ear relationships can be expected. Focusing on OCB as a fre-
quently considered indication of engagement, we argue that
leader humility has a curvilinear, diminishing returns, rela-
tionship with OCB, because of leader humility’s curvilinear,
increasing returns, influence on pride and entitlement. OCB
is “individual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or
explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that
in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the
organization” (Organ, 1988, p. 4). OCB refers to efforts
that go beyond performing the duties defined as part of
one’s job. As such, OCB is motivated by the social exchange
process, at the core of which lies reciprocity (Gouldner,
1960). That is, OCB can be seen as a way of “giving back”
for positive treatment received. This fits well with the
notion that leader humility is a positive influence on OCB.

The sense of being valued at work that leader humility
conveys builds the relationship with the leader and with
the group in which one is embedded and thus gives rise to
a willingness to give back (van Knippenberg &
Dwertmann, 2022) as per the notions of social exchange
and the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). OCB can
be seen as a prototypical expression of such reciprocity,
because by definition OCB is discretionary and not part of
the transactional nature of formal job requirements, while
it is exactly the kind of behavior that contributes to the well-
being of the group or organization (Organ, 1988).

Leader humility is an influence on the extent to which
followers feel valued at work and thus can be a positive
influence on OCB. As per our TMGT theoretical rationale
for Hypothesis 1, however, this logic identifying leader
humility as a positive influence on OCB may only hold
up to a point. Because at higher levels leader humility
increasingly invites follower psychological entitlement (as
per Hypothesis 1), the motivation to give back that feeling
valued gives rise to, decreases at higher levels of leader
humility and the associated higher levels of follower entitle-
ment. The essence of psychological entitlement is a feeling
of deservedness of special treatment without a need to give
back and reciprocate positive treatment by others (Campbell
et al., 2004; Fisk, 2010; Harvey & Martinko, 2009; Zitek
et al., 2010). Thus, while leader humility may be a positive
influence on OCB at more moderate levels, at higher levels
it will have decreasing returns on OCB and beyond a point
turn counterproductive, as a result of the increasing psycho-
logical entitlement it gives rise to. As per Hypothesis 1, this
entitlement in turn can be understood to be fueled by the fol-
lower pride that follows with increasing returns from leader
humility. Thus, in line with the TMGT principle, we posit a
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curvilinear, diminishing returns, relationship between leader
humility and OCB that is sequentially mediated by follower
pride and follower psychological entitlement.

Hypothesis 2: Pride and psychological entitlement
mediate the curvilinear, decreasing returns, relationship
between leader humility and organizational citizenship
behavior.

Method

We tested our model in a field study. We collected data from
employees in a variety of organizations in Taiwan, includ-
ing hospitality, technology, and construction. We adminis-
tered our survey in person using Chinese language
questionnaires and employed the standard translation and
back-translation procedures recommended by Brislin
(1970) to translate the original English language version
of the questionnaire into Chinese. To avoid the rater selec-
tion effect, we randomly (lottery draw) chose followers to
rate their immediate leaders. Their leaders rated followers
OCB. Our initial sample consisted of 318 unique follower-
leader dyads who agreed to participate. We kept a two-week
time lag between data collection waves as a temporal sepa-
ration to minimize common method variance. At Time 1,
followers rated leader humility, pride, and demographics.
Two weeks later (Time 2), followers rated measures on
ethical leadership, psychological entitlement, and negative
affect. At Time 3 (2 weeks after Time 2), followers’ immedi-
ate leaders rated followers OCB, and demographics. After
eliminating missing data and unmatched responses, the
final usable unique leader-follower match sample is 216 (a
67.9% response rate). To ensure that the validity of our find-
ings was not compromised by sample loss, we conducted
t-tests between the remaining and lost samples on the observ-
ables (e.g., age, gender, education, and Tenure) and two key
variables (leader humility and follower pride) obtained from
the initial round of the survey. The result shows that there are
no systematic differences between the remained and lost
samples on leader humility (t= 0.873, p= .393); follower
pride (t= 1.01, p= .321); follower age (t= 1.37, p= .186);
follower education (t= 1.14, p= .267); follower gender (t=
0.698, p= .494); and follower tenure (t= 1.453, p= .163).
The non-significant outcome of the t-test supports our null
hypothesis, suggesting that there is no significant difference
between the remaining and lost samples. This implies that
the sample loss appears to be random and unsystematic.
Therefore, the sample loss is unlikely to bias the estimates.

Measures

Unless otherwise stated, all ratings were made on a 7-point
Likert scale (from 1= Strongly disagree to 7= Strongly
agree).

Leader humility. The nine-item measure of leader humil-
ity developed by Owens and Hekman (2016) was used to
assess leader humility. The scale contains items such as
“This leader actively seeks feedback, even if it is critical”
and “This leader admits it when he or she does not know
how to do something.” Reliability was excellent, α= 0.93.

Pride. We used Tracy and Robins’s (2007) seven-item
pride measure. Followers were asked to indicate the extent
to which they “generally feel this way” when thinking
about or interacting with their leader. Sample items included
“Accomplished,” and “Like I am achieving” (1= very
slightly/not at all to 7= extremely). Reliability was excel-
lent, α= 0.91.

Psychological entitlement. We measured psychological
entitlement with a four-item self-report scale developed
and validated by Campbell et al. (2004). The scale contains
items such as “I honestly feel I’m just more deserving than
others,” and “Great things should come to me.” Reliability
was excellent, α= 0.92.

Organizational citizenship behavior. We used eight
items from Lee and Allen (2002) to assess OCB. An
example item is, “This employee shares personal property
with others to help their work.” Reliability was excellent,
α= 0.94.

Control variables. Follower negative affect (i.e., con-
cerns regarding an individual’s general outlook on life)
directs attention away from others which may influence
their OCB (Thompson et al., 1980). Thus, we controlled
for negative affectivity (Watson et al., 1988) (α= 0.92).
We also controlled for followers’ and leaders’ age,
gender, education, tenure, and organizational fixed effects.
Finally, to distinguish the effect of leader humility from
the commonly studied ethical leadership construct with
which it shares some similarities in morally laudable behav-
ior, another control variable included in the hypothesized
model is ethical leadership (Brown et al., 2005) (α= 0.94).

Results

Using items as indicators to represent each variable in the
measurement model, we conducted confirmatory factor
analysis with AMOS 28 to examine the distinctiveness of
the measured variables. The fit indexes revealed the hypoth-
esized four-factor model was acceptable: (χ² (340)=
652.83; comparative fit index [CFI]= 0.93; Tucker-Lewis
index [TLI]= 0.92; root mean square error of approximation
[RMSEA]= 0.06). We compared a four-factor model to a
three-factor model and a single-factor model (a) combining
pride with entitlement, χ² (343)= 1114.48; CFI= 0.83; TLI
= 0.82; RMSEA= 0.10, (b) combining all factors, χ² (348)
= 3050.22; CFI= 0.43; TLI= 0.38; RMSEA= 0.19.

Reported in Table 1 are the descriptives and correlations
for the focal variables. To address concerns regarding same
source bias, we used Harman’s One-Factor Test, and the
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results showed that 22.87% of the total variance was
explained by one factor. Therefore, because the Harman
test revealed the presence of more than one distinct factor
and that the majority of the total variance is not explained
by one factor, the results provide empirical support that
common source bias is not a major concern.

To test the proposed hypotheses, we followed the guide-
lines and methods provided by Hayes et al. (2011). The
results provided in Tables 2 and 3 display the result for
Hypotheses 1 and 2, which tested the mediating role of fol-
lower pride and entitlement. In order to test the curvilinear
effect, we first entered the control variables and the linear
term of leader humility (Model 2) followed by the quadratic
term of leader humility (labeled as leader humility square in
Models 3, 4, 6, and 7). As can be seen from the results, the
indirect effect through follower pride (estimate= .07; 95%
CI [.01, .13]) was significant. Thus, follower pride mediates
the relationship between leader humility square and fol-
lower entitlement, in support of Hypothesis 1. Similarly,
to test the mediating roles of pride and entitlement
between leader humility square and OCB, we tested the
entire model using a method and model (Model 6) described
by Hayes et al. (2011). The results provided in Table 3 con-
firmed that leader humility square was negatively related to
OCB via follower pride and psychological entitlement (esti-
mate=−.03; 95% CI [−.07, −.03]). Hence, Hypothesis 2
was supported.

The curvilinear relationship shown in Figure 2 reveals
that leader humility has increasing returns in followers’ psy-
chological entitlement. As can be seen in Figure 3, leader
humility has decreasing returns in follower OCB.

Discussion

Our focus in the present study was to complement existing
perspectives on the positive and negative effects of leader
humility on OCB with a perspective inspired by the
TMGT notion. In support of our theoretical analysis,
leader humility exerts a positive impact on follower OCB
up to a certain point. However, at elevated levels, leader
humility can pose challenges due to the escalating psycho-
logical entitlement fueled by pride that it generates. The
more qualified conclusion our study suggests is that leader
humility is a positive influence in moderation, but that
leader humility becomes ineffective and ultimately counter-
productive at higher levels.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study contributes to leader humility literature by
addressing the mixed findings (i.e., positive and negative
effects of leader humility) on the relationship between
leader humility and followers’ OCB (e.g., Ding et al.,
2020; Hadmar et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2019; Qin et al.,

2021; Qiuyun et al., 2020; Tuan et al., 2021) and offering
the richer picture of how the leader humility effect turns
from positive to negative. By testing the mediating effect
of pride and psychological entitlement in the curvilinear
relationship between leader humility and followers’ OCB,
this research advances prior work (Qin et al., 2020) which
explored the effect of psychological entitlement in the
linear relationship between leader humility and deviance
behavior and therefore enhances our understanding of the
complex and dynamic nature of leader humility. Also, this
research challenges previous findings on the traditional
linear impact of leader humility, showing that an optimal
level of leader humility may exist in organizational
science. In doing so, we respond to Edwards and Berry’s
(2010) call for greater specificity in theories to make
progress.

Against the backdrop of the broader TMGT principle,
our conceptual and empirical analysis links the TMGT
effect to the influence of leader humility on follower self-
views. Specifically, we delve into how this connection is
manifested through the self-referential emotion of pride
and the potential emergence of psychological entitlement.
This analysis is consistent both with the notion that leader-
ship that positively impacts follower self-views is a positive
influence (van Knippenberg et al., 2004) and the theory and
evidence that point to the negative effects of very positive
self-evaluation (Baumeister et al., 1996; Vancouver &
Kendall, 2006). As a result, the current findings are also
well-positioned to feedback into the broader leadership liter-
ature. While our theory and findings are focused on leader
humility, a noteworthy implication of this study is that
any leadership style that achieves its positive effects by
influencing follower self-views might potentially exhibit
the TMGT pattern. This is due to the counterproductive con-
sequences that can arise from excessively positive
self-evaluations.

The current study thus not only contributes an important
qualification to leader humility research; it also more
broadly contributes to leadership research by identifying a
mechanism tied to TMGT effects (i.e., overly positive self-
views) that may much more broadly apply to leadership.
This is important because as a meta-theoretical principle,
TMGT does not specify the specific theory that would
suggest a TMGT effect for the influence of interest, but
derives its value from guiding the research questions
asked (Cronin et al., 2021). The current theory and evidence
are thus valuable in guiding the future consideration of
TMGT effects in leadership research from the perspective
of leadership effects on follower self-views, and particularly
as these may be reflected in follower pride and psychologi-
cal entitlement.

From a practical perspective, the current findings are
important in capturing that more leader humility is not
necessarily better, but best in moderation. This presents
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leaders with a challenge to address, because, as we noted
above, the inflection point for leader humility is likely
context-dependent and there is no “one size fits all”
answer to what would be the optimal level of leader
humility. Thus, inevitably, leaders will have to keep
their ear to the ground to ensure that they add value
through their humility rather than overshoot their target.
That adds complexity to the leader’s job but is important
in preventing negative effects that may result from the
simpler—but less justified—conclusion that more leader
humility is better. These practical considerations also
underscore the importance of researching the moderating
factors in this respect, as we mentioned earlier. A deeper
comprehension of these conditional effects would assist
leaders better gauge the appropriate level of leader humil-
ity. Moreover, to the extent that these influences can be
shaped by the leader, they would be helpful in guiding
leaders to make a humble approach more reliably
effective.

Limitations and Future Research

The present study has several limitations that future research
might address. Some relationships are tested from single-
sourced data. Although we employed a multiwave and mul-
tisource survey design and results of Harman’s one-factor
test indicated that common method bias was not a concern
in this study, other statistical remedies such as a marker var-
iable method can be used to control further for possible
common method bias. While survey designs are useful for
testing theory, they are less suited for causal conclusions.
Thus, further experimental research would be valuable to
complement the current evidence with evidence speaking
to causality.

Leader humility can be interpreted differently depending
on followers’ cultural values and personalities (Hu et al.,
2018; Oc et al., 2015; Owens & Hekman, 2012; Wang
et al., 2021). Cultural values shape our perception, behavior,
and what we believe to be the appropriate behavior (Markus

Table 3. Summary of Regression Analysis Results for Follower Organizational Citizenship Behavior.

Variables

Follower organizational citizenship behavior

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Control variables b SE b SE b SE b SE
Follower ge −−0.17 0.10 −0.16 0.10 −0.16 0.10 −0.17 0.09
Follower education −0.02 0.18 −0.10 0.17 −0.11 0.17 −0.05 0.16
Follower gender 0.45 0.23 0.47* 0.23 0.44 0.23 0.31 0.21
Follower tenure with leader 0.02 0.12 0.08 0.12 0.05 0.12 −0.03 0.11
Leader age −0.01 0.14 −0.05 0.14 −0.01 0.14 0.00 0.13
Leader education −0.22 0.18 −0.23 0.17 −0.19 0.17 −0.16 0.16
Leader gender −0.09 0.24 −0.12 0.23 −0.10 0.23 −0.05 0.22
Leader tenure with organization −0.24 0.14 −0.23 0.13 −0.22 0.13 −0.23 0.13
Organizational fixed effect Included Included Included Included
Ethical leadership 0.10 0.09 0.02 0.09 0.00 0.09 0.02 0.08
Negative affect −0.28** 0.09 −0.24** 0.08 −0.25** 0.08 −0.15 0.08

Linear effect
Leader humility 0.33** 0.11 1.73* 0.68 1.29 0.66

Quadratic effect
Leader humility square −0.15* 0.07 −0.10 0.07

Mediating effect
Follower pride 0.20 0.15
Follower psychological entitlement −0.51*** 0.10

R2 0.10 0.14 0.16 0.26
ΔR2 — 0.03 0.02 0.10
F 2.05* 2.57** 2.73** 4.33***
ΔF — 7.94 ** 4.30* 25.90***
Indirect effect of leader humility square on follower
organizational citizenship behavior

Leader Humility Square → Follower Pride → Follower Psychological
Entitlement → Follower Organizational Citizenship Behavior

B SE 95% CI
−0.03 0.01 [−0.07, −.01]

Note. N= 216. b: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error; CI: confidence interval based on 10000 bootstrap samples. † p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p
< .001.
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& Kitayama, 1991). We explore leader humility and its
effect on followers’ behavior in Taiwan which advocates
Confucianism, collectivism, and power distance
(Hofstede, 1984; Hui-Chun et al., 2003). Confusion ideol-
ogy which emphasizes the importance of maintaining the

balance or avoiding too much or too little (i.e., zhongyong)
in attitudes and behavior is deep-rooted in Taiwan (Peters
et al., 2011). We speculate that cultural values affect follow-
ers’ perception of leader humility and their feelings of pride
and psychological entitlement (Mao et al., 2019; Qiuyun

Figure 2. The curvilinear relationship between leader humility and follower psychological entitlement.

Figure 3. The curvilinear relationship between leader humility and follower organizational citizenship behavior.
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et al., 2020). We do not have the data to speak to such spec-
ulation, but as we also noted above in considering potential
moderating influences, it would seem a particularly valuable
direction for future research to explore. The issue here is not
that this is an “Eastern” sample in a field dominated by
“Western” samples (Avery et al., 2022), but simply to
note that just as for every other study drawing from only
one national context, it is not clear to what extent findings
are influenced by national context. By testing the hypothe-
ses developed in the current research across different cul-
tural settings and exploring culture as a boundary
condition, future studies can also increase the generalizabil-
ity of our findings.

As per our discussion of moderating influences, this
would be integral to the consideration of moderation.
Specifically, for greater breadth from both theoretical and
empirical perspectives, future research can investigate the
effect of employees’ characteristics and leaders’ compe-
tency or self-efficacy as boundary conditions. For instance,
we recommend future studies to examine the moderating
role of an individual’s external locus of control and compet-
itiveness. Individuals with a high external locus of control
may display high psychological entitlement because they
don’t recognize the relationship between their efforts and
rewards and they associate their failure with external
causes rather than themselves (Carnes & Knotts, 2018).
Also, competitive individuals seek power, dominance, and
achievement and have low modesty and concern for
others. Thus, it is likely that they develop psychological
entitlement and engage in selfish behavior to maintain
their social dominance (Bai et al., 2020; Liborius &
Kiewitz, 2022). Moreover, future studies could consider
leader competence and self-efficacy as moderators. While
many believe that effective leaders should not openly
acknowledge their weaknesses or actively seek approval
and feedback (Brooks et al., 2015; Fraser & Lord, 1988),
it is reasonable to assume that if a leader displays humility
without also demonstrating the complementary traits of
competence and self-efficacy, followers may perceive their
leaders’ behavior as less impactful (Owens & Hekman,
2012; Swain & Korenman, 2018; Wang et al., 2018). In
our analysis, we focused specifically on follower pride as
a mediating mechanism to explain why leader humility
has a curvilinear relationship with OCB. This focus on a
curvilinear relationship is why we did not consider media-
tors that earlier research established for linear relationships
with OCB. This does not mean, however, that additional,
or alternative, mediating processes may not also play a
role in effectuating curvilinear relationships. Evidence in
support of a mediating mechanism does not equate to evi-
dence that other mediating mechanisms do not apply, and
future research may consider alternatives to the role of
pride and pride-fueled entitlement. For instance, given that
we use pride as a positive effect in our research, followers’

positive affect could be tested as a potential mediator (Lam
et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2018). Future studies may also con-
sider the mediating role of moral credentials (i.e., individu-
als’ good behavioral histories provide a license for
subsequent bad deeds by changing the way they are con-
strued) (Miller & Effron, 2010). B et al. (2022) found that
moral credential increases deviance in a linear manner.
While moral credential at high levels arguably mitigates
OCB, it is still not clear to what extent moral credential is
detrimental and whether moral credential at moderate or
lower levels still promotes deviant behavior. We expect
moral credentials to reveal a curvilinear relationship with
deviant behavior. Furthermore, while we examined the
mediating role of pride, which reflects characteristics of
the authentic form of pride, future research can investigate
the combined mediating influence of both authentic and
hubristic pride. This is because individuals can simultane-
ously experience feelings of both authentic and hubristic
pride (Tracy & Robins, 2007; Yeung & Shen, 2019).

We used ethical leadership as one of our control vari-
ables. In the comparison of leader humility with other lead-
ership styles, previous studies found that leader humility
theoretically relates to and is empirically distinct from
other leadership styles (i.e., ethical leadership, authentic
leadership, servant leadership, and transformational leader-
ship; Kelemen et al., 2023; Owens, 2009; Rego et al.,
2017). For instance, humble leadership shares some com-
monalities with ethical leadership including people orienta-
tion and motivating others. However, leader humility
promotes followers’ motivation in ways that are unique
from ethical leadership (e.g., by validating others’ strengths
and contributions). Also, though both ethical leadership and
leader humility place predominant focus on others, they
differ in the underlying mechanism in which humility
encourages people orientation by minimizing self-
orientation (i.e., evaluating oneself without positive or neg-
ative exaggeration and acknowledging something greater
than the self) and modeling teachability (i.e., openness to
others’ ideas and advice) (Owens & Hekman, 2016;
Owens et al., 2013) while ethical leadership leads to the
similar result by modeling ethical standards and empha-
sizing fairness, empathy, faithfulness, and listening to
others (Zhang et al., 2019). Ethical leadership places its
emphasis on integrity, ethical awareness, and adherence
to normative standards, whereas humble leadership,
while related, does not center on these aspects. Some
might contend that leader humility naturally intertwines
with integrity, but it arises as a consequence of humble
leadership rather than being its driving force (Kelemen
et al., 2023). We recommend future research to examine
the predictive differences as well as the predictive com-
plementarity of other moral-oriented leadership styles
(i.e., authentic leadership, and servant leadership) with
leader humility.
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We also conducted a supplemental test to illuminate the
effect of gender on the curvilinear relationship (inverted
U-shape) between leader humility and followers’ OCB.
To test that, we entered gender, leader humility, leader
humility square as well as the interaction variables
(gender x leader humility and gender x leader humility
square) into the hierarchical regression analysis. Results
show that the coefficient associated with the interaction
term for gender and the squared term of leader humility is
positive but insignificant (b= 0.15, SE= 0.15, t= 0.99, p >
.05). While our result shows that leader humility may not
be perceived differently according to the gender of the
person behaving humbly, previous studies argue that men
who act humbly are viewed as more competent than
women and even be rewarded for violating gender stereo-
types (Jeung & Yoon, 2016; Ou et al., 2014; Owens &
Hekman, 2012; Owens et al., 2013; Swain & Korenman,
2018). Our result can be influenced by the shift in attitude
toward gender ideology in Taiwan (Hui-Chun et al., 2003;
Wu, 2006). That is, individuals may hold very different
views on traditional gender division these days. Given that
gender stereotypes are still pervasive, and follower’s per-
ception of leader humility is likely to be filtered by stereo-
typical male characteristics such as dominance and
confidence, we suggest future studies to examine the mod-
erating role of gender in a curvilinear effect of leader humil-
ity on followers’ OCB in a different context, particularly
where stereotypical “masculine” values such as toughness,
dominance, and confidence are prevalent.

Finally, the average age of both followers (36.43) and
leaders (47.17) in our study is higher than usual which
might be a result of the rapid decline in the ratio of the
young workforce to the total population in Taiwan (our
sample’s location) (Huang et al., 2019). We suggest that
future research test our proposed hypotheses by using
other samples with a broader age span.
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