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Abstract
Although a great deal of research has established personality differences 
between leaders and their followers (Lord, de Vader, & Alliger, 1986) 
there has been little research on how leaders at different levels of orga-
nizations may differ from one another.  In particular, no research to date 
has examined whether or not there are personality differences between 
those who are first in command of their organizations and those second 
in command.  The present study attempts to explore whether or not these 
differences exist in terms of both lay perceptions and in reality.  The re-
searchers in this study asked 401 individuals to contrast the personali-
ties of first- and second-in-command leaders in general.  Results gener-
ally showed that lay individuals believed that first-in-command leaders 
were extraverted and open to new experiences while second-in-command 
leaders were more neurotic.  Next, the researches verified whether or not 
these stereotypes were true by having 1,262 individuals rate their actual 
first- or second-in-command leaders.  First-in-command leaders were 
rated as being higher on conscientiousness.  Second-in-command leaders 
were rated as being higher on neuroticism.  Although there were fewer 
significant differences between the two levels of leadership, the pattern of 
differences between these leadership roles was consistent with lay stereo-
types for these roles.  Though the differences were not substantial, there 
was a great deal of accuracy in perceiving the traits that were different.  
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T here is a long tradition of research investigating the relationship be-
tween personality and leadership (Zaccaro, 2007).  Trait approaches, 

a perspective of psychology that uses personality traits as the primary ex-
planation for human behavior, have been popular for decades for study-
ing leadership.  The vast majority of research linking personality to lead-
ership has focused on leadership emergence and effectiveness as the 
outcomes of interest.  That is, the goal is to determine how leaders dif-
fer from followers or what characteristics are associated with success in a 
particular leadership role (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991).

For example, lay people1 implicitly believe that individuals in leader-
ship positions possess a number of desirable traits such as intelligence, 
masculinity-femininity, and dominance (Lord, de Vader, & Alliger, 1986).  
Further research has revealed that effective leaders tend to be higher in 
extraversion and openness to experience but lower in neuroticism (Judge, 
Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002).  More recently, researchers have begun to 
investigate whether or not personality differences exist between leaders 
at different levels in the organizational hierarchy (Lemming, Johnson, & 
Foster, 2009; Ones & Dilchert, 2009; Moutafi, Furnham, & Crump, 2007). 

However, to date no researchers have investigated differences in per-
sonality between those who are first in command of an organization and 
those who are second in command.  To address this need, part one of this 
study examines what traits lay people perceive to be most prototypical of 
those who are first in command and those who are second in command.  
Part two of this study examines how full-time employees view the per-
sonalities of those who are first in command, those who are second in 
command, and coworkers at their own organizations.

Personality and Performance

There is much research linking personality traits and managerial per-
formance (Ones, Dilchert, Viswesvaran, & Judge, 2007; Hoffman & Jones, 
2005; Chatman, Caldwell, & O’Reilly, 1999).  Of the traits that make up 
the five-factor model,2 Judge and colleagues (2002) found that extraver-
sion positively correlated most consistently with leader emergence and 
leadership effectiveness.  There was also a strong positive relationship 
between leadership and dominance, sociability, and achievement.  The 
authors also argued that conscientiousness, openness, and neuroticism 
are also useful traits for examining leadership criteria.

1. Individuals in the general population who do not hold leadership positions.
2. The five-factor model, also known as the “big five” is a popular measure of personality 

which uses five traits to describe human behavior (John & Srivastava, 1999).  The traits are 
openness to experience, conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism.
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One possible reason that extraversion had the strongest correlation 
with leadership criteria is that extraverts talk more than introverts, and 
talking is associated with emergent leadership (Bass, 1990).  Another 
reason is that individuals may implicitly expect their leaders to be ex-
traverted.  These implicit leadership expectations may be based on sub-
jective individual perception rather than objective performance output 
(Casimir & Waldman, 2007; Engle & Lord, 1997; Lord et al., 1986).  

Leadership Levels and Personality

Research findings that indicate personality is related to leader perfor-
mance suggest that there should also be personality differences between 
individuals at different levels of leadership.  There are two reasons to ex-
pect that this will be true.  First, individuals who perform at higher lev-
els are more likely to be promoted.  Therefore, over time individuals with 
personality profiles that better match “leader prototypes” should ascend 
to higher levels of leadership in organizations (Ones & Dilchert, 2009).  
Another potential reason why differences could exist between leadership 
levels is the corresponsive effect.  The corresponsive effect is a widely 
replicated finding in developmental psychology whereby the traits that 
enable an individual to be successful in an environment will be the traits 
that develop further in that environment (Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 
2001).  That is, if a characteristic is required or demanded within a con-
text, individuals will further develop that trait.  Consequently, one would 
expect that individuals who are successful enough to be promoted would 
become more “prototypical” of leadership as they ascend the ranks of the 
organization.

Though research has linked personality with managerial performance 
(Judge et al., 2002), few studies discriminate between different types 
of managerial positions (Lemming et al., 2009; Ones & Dilchert, 2009; 
Moutafi et al., 2007).  Lemming and colleagues (2009) investigated dif-
ferent types of managers and found a common personality profile of 
high adjustment, high ambition, and high prudence predicted job per-
formance.  The authors noted although there is a general manager pro-
file that can predict job performance for supervisors, mid-level managers, 
and executives, individualized profiles for different levels of manage-
ment can be created.  For example, the authors suggested that supervisor 
profiles should emphasize prudence, while mid-level manager and exec-
utive profiles should emphasize adjustment and ambition.  In fact, the 
authors argue that separate profiles for each managerial level might even 
be preferred, depending on organizational needs. 

Ones and Dilchert (2009) found that managers at all levels scored 
above general population norms on emotional stability, extraversion, and 
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agreeableness, and below general population norms on conscientious-
ness and openness.  However, executives scored higher than lower level 
managers on nearly every trait, including emotional stability, extraver-
sion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness.  This may be due 
to the increased leadership activities and important decisions required of 
executive positions.  

Though a few studies have investigated managers at different hierar-
chal levels, no study has distinguished personality differences between 
those first in command and those second in command.  Considering that 
second-in-command managers often have strong leadership roles, which 
can influence organizational success, it is imperative to examine these 
types of managers.  It is also important to examine employees’ perceived 
personality traits at different managerial levels, because employee per-
ception can affect managerial success (Lord et al., 1986). 

Implicit Leadership Theory3

Fitting into perceived job requirements might be important in deter-
mining managerial success as well.  Lord and colleagues (1986) found 
that individuals expected traits of intelligence, masculinity-femininity, 
and dominance to be related to leadership.  These traits were thought to 
characterize leaders in many different situations.  Hence, from the per-
ceiver’s point of view, analyzing the traits of others could affect the per-
ceived leadership qualities of others (Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan, 1994; 
Engle & Lord, 1997).  

It’s important for leaders to match their subordinates’ perceptions of 
what makes a good a leader.  Hollander and Julian (1969) found that in-
dividuals would allow others to lead them when the leaders matched 
the followers’ perceptions of what a good leader should be.  Research on 
these implicit leadership theories shows that perceivers’ expectations of 
leadership traits are important in predicting leadership perceptions and 
leadership emergence (Lord et al., 1986).

For managers at all levels it is important to be perceived as leaders, 
because being perceived as a leader gives one opportunity to command 
great influence (Lord et al., 1986).  Both executives and lower level man-
agers often require influence over their subordinates if they are to be pro-
ductive in their jobs.  To garner more influence, managers at all levels 
must match their subordinates’ perceptions of what makes a good leader.  
Since it is important for all managers to fit subordinates’ perceptions of 
leadership, one can expect to find similar traits among managers because 

3. Implicit Leadership Theories are assumptions that individuals have of what makes a 
leader “good” or effective (Lord et al., 1986).
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managers will adapt to the traits that their subordinates see as valuable.  
From this, a managerial prototype develops because managers typically 
adhere to a common profile set by subordinate expectations.

Hypotheses

Based on prior research where executives scored higher than lower 
level managers on emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, 
openness, and agreeableness (Ones & Dilchert, 2009), we expect that those 
first in command will be perceived as being higher than those second in 
command on extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeable-
ness.  We also expect that those first in command will be perceived as be-
ing lower on neuroticism than those second in command.  Further, we 
expect that these stereotypes will be broadly supported by actual ratings 
of those first and second in command by their subordinates.

Since managers at each hierarchal level scored above general popula-
tion norms on extraversion, emotional stability, and agreeableness (Ones 
& Dilchert, 2009), and conscientiousness and openness were positively 
related to leader emergence (Judge et al., 2002), we expect both those first 
in command and those second in command to be rated higher than co-
workers on extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and open-
ness.  We also expect both those first in command and those second in 
command to be rated lower than coworkers on neuroticism.   

Method (Study 1)

Participants
Participants in this study were paid to complete surveys online 

through Amazon Mechanical Turk.  The only inclusion criterion for par-
ticipants was that they were currently employed adults.  Participants 
were paid one dollar for completing the study.  Of the 401 participants 
who completed this first study, 153 were male.  Average age of partic-
ipants was 33.77 years old (SD=10.99).  Participants were typically em-
ployed at their organization for four to six years, most often holding their 
current job position for six to nine years. 

Measures
Individual Differences in the Lexicon (IIDL).  The IIDL is based on an 83 

dimension taxonomy of personality derived from cluster analysis of 302 
trait adjectives (Wood, Nye, & Saucier, 2010).  Each dimension is assessed 
using a single item with a pair of traits (e.g. excited, enthusiastic, expres-
sive, eager).  Participants were asked to rate their perceptions of how 
these traits describe the number one and number two persons of organi-
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zations.  The traits were rated on a scale from “much more characteristic 
of a second-in-command” to “much more characteristic of a first-in-com-
mand leader.”  This was coded on a -3 to 3 scale with a score of 0 being 
“equally descriptive of both.”  Negatives scores were indicative of traits 
being associated with those second in command.  Positive scores were in-
dicative of traits being associated with those first in command.  

California Q-Sort.  The California Q-Sort is a measure of a wide variety 
of personality characteristics.  It consists of a 100-item set of statements 
used to characterize individuals’ personalities (Block, 1924).  Although the 
Q-sort items were originally designed to be ranked in an ipsative manner, 
they were modified in the current study to have rating scales for each item.  
Participants rated statements on a scale from “much more characteristic of 
a second-in-command leader” to “much more characteristic of a first-in-
command leader.”  This was coded on a -3 to 3 scale with a score of 0 being 
“equally descriptive of both.”  Negatives scores were indicative of traits 
being associated with those second in command.  Positive scores were in-
dicative of traits being associated with those first in command.     

Procedure 
Participants rated items from both the IIDL and the Q-sort contrast-

ing the roles of those first in command and those second in command in 
organizations.  The order of completion was randomized both for which 
questionnaire was administered first and for the order in which questions 
were presented within a questionnaire.  The instructions were as follows: 

1 vs 2 Instructions

In the following two sections we would like you to rate whether the 
following characteristics are more typical/representative of individ-
uals who are ultimately responsible for leading organizations/de-
partments or their second-in-command (official or unofficial).  In 
other words, is there a difference on that quality for the #1 vs. the #2 
leader?

Note: We are not asking about your own organization.  We would like 
you to rate using your opinion about what individuals in these roles 
are like in general.

On both the IIDL and Q-Sort, 401 individuals rated traits as being 
more characteristic as being more typical of either first- or second-in-
command leaders.  After filling out the IIDL and Q-Sort, participants then 
answered three code block questions before answering ten randomly as-
signed questions from either the Q-Sort or IIDL.   Participants were to 
rate themselves on these ten questions.  
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Results (Study 1) 

Statistical t-tests were used on both the IIDL and Q-sort traits in order 
to determine which traits were most stereotypical of those first in com-
mand and those second in command.  Using the IIDL, the traits most 
stereotypical of those first in command were “wealthy, well-to-do” (t = 
30.70, p < 0.001) and “influential, prominent” (t = 27.73, p < 0.001).  Re-
sults are in Table 1.  The traits most stereotypical of those second in com-
mand were “bashful, shy” (t = –13.46, p < 0.001) and “ordinary, average” 
(t = –13.58, p < 0.001).  Results are in Table 2.  Traits that were least dif-
ferentiated between those first and second in command were “radical, re-
bellious” (t = 0.04, p = 0.97) and “efficient, thorough” (t = 0.82, p = 0.82).  
Results are in Table 3.  Participants rated 45 of the traits as being signif-
icantly more associated with first-in-command leaders and 25 traits as 
being significantly more associated with second-in-command leaders.  
Twelve traits showed no significant effects for being stereotypical of ei-
ther type of leader. 

Using the Q-sort, the traits most stereotypical of those first in com-
mand were “is power oriented; values power in self and others” (t 
= 19.26, p < 0.001) and “behaves in an assertive fashion” (t = 17.66, p < 
0.001).  Results are in Table 4.  The traits most stereotypical of those sec-
ond in command were “genuinely submissive; accepts domination com-
fortably” (t = –18.47, p < 0.001) and “gives up in the face of adversity” 
(t = –11.11, p < 0.001).  Results are in Table 5.   The traits least differenti-
ated between those first and second in command were “is productive, get 
things done” (t = –0.19, p = 0.85) and “dissociative tendencies” (t = 0.42, p 
= 0.68).  Results are in Table 6.  Participants rated 62 of the traits as being 
significantly more associated with first-in-command leaders and 19 traits 
as being significantly more associated with second-in-command leaders.  
Nineteen traits showed no significant effects for being stereotypical of ei-
ther type of leader. 

In order to assess the potential differences in the personalities of those 
first and second in command at a higher level, we computed Big Five 
trait dimensions using the IIDL and Q-sort (Block, 1924; Wood, Nye, & 
Saucier, 2010).  Results are in Tables 7 and 8.  Supporting our hypothe-
ses, across both the IIDL and Q-sort extraversion and openness were sig-
nificantly related to those first in command while neuroticism was signif-
icantly related to those second in command.   

Contrary to our hypotheses, agreeableness was positively related to 
those second in command on the IIDL and was unrelated to either those 
first or second in command on the Q-sort.  Also, contrary to our hy-
potheses, conscientiousness was unrelated to either those first or sec-
ond in command on the IIDL.  However, supporting our hypotheses, 
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conscientiousness was positively related to those first in command on 
the Q-sort.  Correlations between the IIDL and Q-Sort across the five-
factor model ranged from 0.65 to 0.75 with the exception of openness to 
experience (0.434).

Discussion (Study 1)

On both the IIDL and Q-Sort, participants perceived the roles of those 
first in command and those second in command to be different.  Across 
both measures, participants perceived those first in command to be 
higher in extraversion and openness to experience than those second in 
command.  Those second in command were perceived as more neurotic 
than those first in command across both measures as well.

 More specifically, participants perceived those first in command to 
be assertive, confident, power oriented, dominant, and wealthy.  On the 
other hand, participants perceived those second in command to be sub-
missive, self-pitying, self-doubting, youthful, and average.  Preliminary 
results suggest those first in command and those second in command 
have different personality stereotypes: those first in command are con-
trolling, confident, and assertive and those second in command are sub-
missive and self-pitying.  

It should be noted neither efficiency nor productivity were perceived 
as related to either those first or second in command.  This is an interest-
ing finding since much of managerial success is often measured by pro-
ductivity and efficient output.  Though individuals perceive the roles 
of those first in command and those second in command to be differ-
ent, it appears they do not perceive those roles to affect productivity or 
efficiency.

Study 1 examined lay people’s stereotypes of those first and second 
in command.  To expand upon this, study 2 investigated whether indi-
viduals actually reported differences between those first in command, 
those second in command, and ordinary coworkers within their orga-
nization.  Study 1 investigated how people perceived stereotypical first 
in command and second in command managers.  Study 2 explored 
whether people actually experienced these differences within their own 
organizations. 

Method (Study 2)

Participants
Participants in this study were paid to complete surveys online 

through Amazon Mechanical Turk.  The only inclusion criterion for par-
ticipants was that they were currently employed adults.  Participants 
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were paid one dollar for completing the study.    Of the 1,262 participants 
who completed this second study, 622 were male.  Average age was 32.08 
(SD=53.33).  Participants typically were employed at their organization 
for three to four years, holding their current position for two to three 
years on average.  

Measures
IIDL.  The items from the IIDL measure utilized in study 1 were rated 

on a 1 to 9 scale from “extremely uncharacteristic of this person” to “ex-
tremely characteristic of this person.”

California Q-Sort.  The items from the Q-Sort measure utilized in study 
1 were coded on a 1 to 11 scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.”

Procedure
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions.  Par-

ticipants were either asked to answer questions about the top person in 
command, the second person in command, or coworkers at their organi-
zation.  The instructions were as follows:

Supervisor instructions

PLEASE Think about the highest ranking person in your organiza-
tion that you come into regular contact with – that is, someone who 
is in charge of a work group/department/organization.  Please answer 
the next series of questions about him or her.

2nd in command instructions

PLEASE Think about the person who either is (or would be consid-
ered) second in command of your work group/department/organi-
zation – this person should be someone who you come into regular 
contact with, but is one step down from the person in charge.  Please 
answer the next series of questions about him or her.

Coworker instructions

PLEASE Think about a coworker in your organization who is not in 
charge of anyone – so someone who works with you, but does not su-
pervise anybody.  Please answer the next series of questions about him 
or her.

Participants were then asked to give the demographics of the per-
son they were rating.  Participants were then randomly assigned to rate 
their supervisor, second in command, or coworker, on either the Q-sort 
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or IIDL.  On the IIDL, 199 participants rated first in command leaders, 
211 rated second in command leaders, and 219 rated coworkers.  On the 
Q-sort, 214 rated first in command leaders, 208 rated second in command 
leaders, and 216 rated coworkers.  

Results (Study 2)

We performed ANOVAs on both the IIDL and Q-sort traits in order 
to determine which traits were most differentiated between those first in 
command and those second in command.  Using the IIDL, the traits most 
prototypical of those first in command were “wealthy, well-to-do” (t = 
4.92, p < 0.001) and “lucky, fortunate” (t = 2.85, p = 0.005).  Results are in 
Table 1.  The traits most prototypical of those second in command were 
“youthful, young” (t = –2.33, p = 0.020) and “feminine, not masculine” (t 
= –2.22, p = 0.027).  Results are in Tale 2.  Traits that were least differen-
tiated between those first and second in command were “undependable, 
unreliable” (t = –0.04, p = 0.970) and “happy, joyful” (t = 0.11, p = 0.915) 
Results are in Table 3.

Using the Q-sort, the traits most prototypical of those first in com-
mand were “behaves in an assertive fashion” (t = 3.59, p < 0.001) and “has 
high level of aspiration for self” (t = 2.91, p = 0.004).  Results are in Table 
4.  The traits most prototypical of those second in command were “genu-
inely submissive; accepts domination comfortably” (t = –3.41, p < 0.001) 
and “gives up in the face of adversity” (t = –2.81, p = 0.005).  Results are 
in Table 5.  The traits least differentiated between those first and second 
in command were “initiates humor” (t = 0.07, p = 0.943) and “responds to 
and appreciates humor” (t = –0.10, p = 0.920).  Results are in Table 6.        

In order to assess the potential differences in the personalities of those 
first and second in command at a higher level, we computed Big Five 
trait dimensions using the IIDL and Q-sort (Block, 1924; Wood, Nye, & 
Saucier, 2010).  Results are in Tables 7 and 8.  Contrary to our hypotheses, 
there were no significant differences in the five-factor model at the omni-
bus level for the IIDL.  

For the Q-sort, only conscientiousness and neuroticism were found to 
have significant differences at the omnibus level.  Specifically, support-
ing our hypothesis those first in command scored significantly higher on 
conscientiousness than both those second in command (mean difference 
= 0.54, p = 0.01) and coworkers (mean difference= 0.73, p < 0.001).  Con-
trary to our hypotheses, there was no significant difference on conscien-
tiousness between those second in command and coworkers (mean dif-
ference = 0.20, p = 0.35).  

Supporting our hypothesis, those first in command scored signifi-
cantly lower on neuroticism than both those second in command (mean 
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difference = 0.44, p = 0.02) and coworkers (mean difference = 0.68, p < 
0.001).  Contrary to our hypothesis, there was no significant difference 
in neuroticism between those second in command and coworkers (mean 
difference = 0.24, p = 0.21).  Results are in Table 9.

Item-level profile correlations were computed comparing perceived 
ratings from study 1 and actual ratings from study 2 in order to deter-
mine the degree of accuracy of stereotypes concerning the differences be-
tween those first in command and those second in command.  The profile 
matches between study 1 and study 2 were significant for both the IIDL 
(r=0.72, p < 0.05) and the Q-sort (r=0.67, p < 0.05).

Table 9. Differences Between First-in-commands, Second-in-commands, and Coworkers 
Across IIDL and Q-sort for Study 2.  

		  Standard 
	 Mean	 deviation	 F	 P

Extraversion (IIDL)	 2.32	 2.14	 0.31	 0.734
First in command	 2.41	 2.13		
Second in command	 2.29	 2.14		
Coworker	 2.26	 2.18
		
Agreeableness (IIDL)	 2.40	 1.94	 0.09	 0.914
First in command	 2.36	 1.90		
Second in command	 2.43	 1.97		
Coworker	 2.42	 1.97
		
Conscientiousness (IIDL)	 2.76	 2.04	 0.86	 0.424
First in command	 2.84	 2.15		
Second in command	 2.84	 2.03		
Coworker	 2.61	 1.96
		
Neuroticism (IIDL)	 2.10	 1.55	 2.63	 0.073
First in command	 2.26	 1.55		
Second in command	 2.14	 1.57		
Coworker	 1.91	 1.51
		
Openness to experience (IIDL)	 2.30	 2.57	 1.25	 0.288
First in command	 2.49	 2.65		
Second in command	 2.34	 2.64		
Coworker	 2.09	 2.43
		
Extraversion (Q-sort)	 6.74	 1.56	 0.32	 0.725
First in command	 6.80	 1.58		
Second in command	 6.68	 1.53		
Coworker	 6.75	 1.56
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Discussion (Study 2)

When asked to rate people in their own organization, individuals did 
not perceive those first in command and second in command in their 
own organizations to be as different as the perceived stereotypes from 
study 1.  At the omnibus level, none of the traits of the five-factor model 
were significant for the IIDL.  For the Q-sort, those first in command were 
rated higher than both those second in command and coworkers on con-
scientiousness.  Similar to study 1, results from the Q-sort questionnaire 
showed those first in command were rated lower than those second in 
command on neuroticism.  Those first in command also were rated lower 
on neuroticism than coworkers.   

Though the differences between first and second in commands in 
study 2 were not as great as the differences found in study 1, the strong 
correlation between profile matches of study 1 and study 2 show that 
there is a substantial match in how people stereotype those first and sec-
ond in command and how they actually rate them in real life.  Though 
the differences themselves are not substantial, there is a great deal of ac-
curacy in perceiving the traits that are different.

Table 9. (continued) 

		             Standard 
	                                                           Mean	        deviation	 F	 P 

Agreeableness (Q-sort)	 6.82	 2.24	 0.70	 0.499
First in command	 6.74	 2.37		
Second in command	 6.75	 2.06		
Coworker	 6.97	 2.26
		
Conscientiousness (Q-sort)	 7.53	 2.16	 6.75	 0.001
First in command	 7.95	 2.21		
Second in command	 7.42	 1.97		
Coworker	 7.22	 2.22
		
Neuroticism (Q-sort)	 4.61	 1.97	 6.72	 0.001
First in command	 4.24	 1.93		
Second in command	 4.67	 1.87		
Coworker	 4.91	 2.03
		
Openness to experience (Q-sort)	 6.10	 1.52	 0.13	 0.880
First in command	 6.11	 1.46		
Second in command	 6.05	 1.45		
Coworker	 6.13	 1.64		

IIDL: first in command N = 199, second in command N = 211, coworker N = 219
Q-sort: first in command N = 214, second in command N = 208, coworker N = 216
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Conclusion

Leadership researchers using trait approaches have focused mainly on 
investigating the differences between leaders and followers and whether 
or not traits can predict leadership effectiveness (Zaccaro, 2007; Kirkpat-
rick & Locke, 1991).  For example, extraversion and openness were found 
to predict both leadership effectiveness and emergence, while other Big 
Five traits showed inconsistent relationships with these leadership cate-
gories (Judge et al., 2002).  However, few studies have examined person-
ality differences at different levels of leadership (Lemming et al., 2009; 
Ones & Dilchert, 2009).  To date, no study has examined personality dif-
ferences between those first in command and those second in command.  
The current study attempted to address this gap in the literature by first 
surveying an employed sample concerning their stereotypes and then 
conducting a follow-up study of actual leaders to see whether these ste-
reotypes were accurate.

Based on prior literature (Ones & Dilchert, 2009), we expected those 
first in command to be higher on emotional stability, extraversion, and 
agreeableness and lower on neuroticism than those second in command.  
We also expected both those first and second in command to be higher 
on extraversion and agreeableness, and lower on conscientiousness and 
neuroticism than coworkers.  We found partial support for these hypoth-
eses.  Specifically, we found that extraversion was significantly related 
to those first in command while neuroticism was significantly related 
to those second in command.   Contrary to our hypotheses, agreeable-
ness was positively related to those second in command on the IIDL and 
was unrelated to either those first or second in command on the Q-sort.  
At a more molecular level, participants stereotyped those first in com-
mand to be assertive, confident, power oriented, dominant, and wealthy 
while those in second in command roles were stereotyped as being sub-
missive, self-pitying, self-doubting, youthful, and average.  These results 
suggest there are stereotypes associated with being either first or second 
in command in that those first in command have more agency and am-
bition while those second in command are more docile and have lower 
self-esteem.  

To examine the validity of these stereotypes, individuals rated either 
their actual first in command leader, second in command leader, or a co-
worker in study 2.  For higher-order traits, the results offered little sup-
port for the accuracy of stereotypes.  None of the Big Five traits were sig-
nificant in the expected direction when assessing personality using the 
IIDL.  For the Q-sort, only conscientiousness and neuroticism were found 
to have significant differences at the omnibus level.  Specifically, contrary 
to our hypothesis, those first in command scored significantly higher on 
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conscientiousness than coworkers and there was no significant difference 
in conscientiousness between those second in command and coworkers.

Supporting our hypothesis, those first in command scored signifi-
cantly lower on neuroticism than both those second in command and 
coworkers.  However, contrary to our hypothesis, there was no signifi-
cant difference in neuroticism between those second in command and co-
workers.  These results indicate that leaders are different than followers, 
in that there are differences between those first and second in command.  
However, there were not many differences between those second in com-
mand and coworkers.  

Overall, the magnitude of trait differences between those first and sec-
ond in command were much lower in the actual ratings of study 2 than 
the perceived stereotypes of study 1.  However, additional analyses 
showed that although there were fewer traits with significant differences 
in study 2, the pattern of results closely matched the lay stereotypes from 
study 1.  Thus, although the stereotypes of first and second in command 
leaders could be exaggerated, they could also be said to reflect the actual 
differences seen in the workplace. 

One potential reason stereotypes from study 1 were stronger than ac-
tual ratings from study 2 is that in study 1, raters were to compare and 
contrast the roles of first and second in commands.  This gave rates a 
justification for “finding” or exaggerating small differences.  In study 2, 
raters were not asked to compare roles nor were they given behavioral 
anchors, so the tendency may have been to compare the targets to “nor-
mal” or “average” individuals.  In this context, if both first and second 
in command leaders were seen as representing a leader prototype, they 
may both be rated as being equally different from the norm and there-
fore there would be less likelihood of significant differences. Another rea-
son why results were at times contrary to hypotheses was that aggrega-
tion of traits can overlook effects when there are contrasting effects at the 
sub-facet level.  That is, when traits are grouped together according to 
the five-factor model, it is possible that certain traits negate one another 
within each of the Big Five’s five categories.  For example, higher-rank-
ing leaders may be prone to express aggressive behavior and less likely 
to display fear.  However, because both of these traits get aggregated into 
neuroticism, the differences can be obfuscated.   

When looking at individual traits, as oppose to aggregate Big Five 
scores, those first in command were rated most prototypical of being as-
sertive, power oriented, influential, and having high aspirations.  Those 
second in command were rated most prototypical of being submissive, 
giving up during adversity, self-defeating, youthful, and feminine.  It 
is clear that people view these roles differently in both their stereotypes 
and actual ratings.
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Our results seem to offer at least some support for the idea that first 
and second in commands are different.  However, the current findings 
do not address the problem as to why this occurs.  Two potential expla-
nations have been offered.  One is the selection effect (Ones & Dilchert, 
2009).  Since individuals who perform at higher levels are more likely to 
be promoted, over time individuals that better fit “leader prototypes” are 
more likely to rise to higher levels of leadership in organizations.  The 
other explanation is the corresponsive effect, where traits that enable an 
individual to succeed in an environment will be the traits that develop 
further in that environment (Roberts et al., 2001).  According to this the-
ory, if a characteristic is required within a context, individuals will 
change over time and develop more of that trait in response.  Future re-
search should attempt to address which if either of these explanations 
can be supported. 

Limitations

Limitations of this study include using single-source ratings.  This is 
problematic because single-source ratings can be clouded by personal re-
lationships of the rater, which may not accurately reflect the personal-
ity of the person they are rating.  However, because we aggregated our 
results across hundreds of raters, these idiosyncratic effects should have 
cancelled one another out. 

Another limitation is the lack of self-ratings of leaders.  Leader self-rat-
ings would allow for a check against using single-source ratings.  By hav-
ing both self-ratings and outsider ratings, the validity of ratings could be 
better assessed.  With multiple ratings of the same person, ratings that 
are biased because of personal relationships and do not reflect the true 
personality of the person being rated can be detected.

Also, this study relied on an online sample where participants filled 
out surveys in their own setting without supervision or individual in-
struction.  In an anonymous online setting, there is no way to ensure that 
participants are who they say they are.  This can lead to inaccurate de-
mographic data.  The lack of supervision or instruction may have led to 
participants incorrectly following directions, which could skew results.  
Another problem with online surveys is that they do not use a truly ran-
dom sample.  Rather, individuals who want to fill out surveys for money 
self-select themselves to participate in studies.  This leads to less scientific 
and generalizable results.  

Future Research 

Though there have been studies examining different levels of man-
gers, most research has focused on differences between leaders and their 
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followers.  As more research is done examining different levels of man-
agers, an emphasis should be placed on how personality affects produc-
tivity, effectiveness, and follower satisfaction at each level of the man-
agerial hierarchy.  Industry effects should also be examined to see if 
stereotypes hold true for different types of organizations.  For example, 
do first in command stereotypes generalize across business and govern-
ment settings?

Another area of potential future research is looking at different orga-
nizational levels.  That is, are differences between those first and second 
in command any different on a low level team than a high level team?  
For example, are the difference between those first and second in com-
mand any different between managers and assistant managers at a lo-
cal restaurant compared to presidents and vice presidents of Fortune 500 
companies?

One possible reason first and second in commands are viewed differ-
ently is that their personalities may be shaped by their job.  Since it’s pos-
sible that people’s personalities change over time to fit the job they’ve 
been assigned to (Roberts et al., 2001), it’s possible that being first or sec-
ond in command changes an individual’s personality until their person-
ality fits the job.  Since those second in command take orders from those 
first in command, it is only fitting that those first in command are per-
ceived to be assertive while those second in command are perceived to be 
submissive.  This issue of selection versus change effects should be fur-
ther examined via longitudinal studies.  To do this, individuals would 
need to be selected and given personality tests prior to starting a new job.  
Then, after working the job for a set amount of time, individuals would 
periodically be given personality tests to see if their personalities have 
changed since getting the job. 

  Though we found only partial support for our hypothesized relation-
ships, our results indicate that real differences exist between those first in 
command and those second in command.  Understanding the differences 
between these different levels of leadership helps us better understand 
personality types in the workplace.  Though the stereotypes were stron-
ger than actual ratings, there was a strong match between the patterns of 
both.  This gives credence to the stereotypes individuals hold about those 
first and second in command in their own organizations.
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