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LEADESHIP’S TRAIT THEORIES 
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 ABSTRACT 
 The paper tries to highlights the main traits that a successfully leader need to have in 
order to achieve performance. It shows that certain traits alone do not guarantee leadership 
success, and there is evidence that effective leaders are different from other people in certain 
key respects. The key leaders traits that the paper intended to point out are: drive, which 
includes achievement motivation, ambition, energy, tenacity, and initiative; leadership 
motivation; honesty and integrity; self-confidence; cognitive ability, and knowledge of the 
business. The paper also reminds that the new methods and techniques that leadership 
researches have access to reveal the significant relationships exist between leadership and 
individual traits.  
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 1. INRODUCTION 
 
 Humanity was preoccupied with personal security, maintenance, protection, and 
survival. Now humanity spends a major portion of waking hours working for 
organizations. The need to identify with a community that provides security, protection, 
maintenance, and a feeling of belonging has continued unchanged from prehistoric 
times. This need is met by the informal organization and its emergent, or unofficial, 
leaders.  
 Organization expresses the personal objectives and goals of the individual 
membership. Their objectives and goals may or may not coincide with those of the 
formal organization. The informal organization represents an extension of the social 
structures that generally characterize human life, the spontaneous emergence of groups 
and organizations as ends in themselves. 
 Leadership patricians emerge from within the structure of the informal 
organization. Their personal qualities, the demands of the situation, or a combination of 
these and other factors attract followers who accept their leadership within one or 
several overlay structures. Instead of the authority of position held by an appointed head 
or chief, the emergent leader wields influence or power. Influence is the ability of a 
person to gain co-operation from others by means of persuasion or control over rewards. 
Power is a stronger form of influence because it reflects a person's ability to enforce 
action through the control of a means of punishment. 
 Leadership has been described as the process of social influence in which one 
person can enlist the aid and support of others in the accomplishment of a common task. 
Other in-depth definitions of leadership have also emerged. Leadership is ultimately 
about creating a way for people to contribute to making something extraordinary 
happen, or effective leadership is the ability to successfully integrate and maximize 
available resources within the internal and external environment for the attainment of 
organizational or societal goals. 
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 2. TRAIT THEORY IN LEADERSHIP 
  
 Leadership traits have a controversial history. In the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, "great man" leadership theories were highly popular. These theories asserted 
that leadership qualities were inherited, especially by people from the upper class. Great 
men were, born, not made (in those days, virtually all business leaders were men). 
Today, great man theories are a popular foil for so-called superior models. To make the 
new models plausible, the "great men" are endowed with negative as well as positive 
traits. 
 Early in the 20th century, the great man theories evolved into trait theories. Trait 
theories did not make assumptions about whether leadership traits were inherited or 
acquired. They simply asserted that leaders' traits are different from non-leaders. Traits 
such as height, weight, and physique are heavily dependent on heredity, whereas others 
such as knowledge of the industry acre dependent on experience and learning. 
 The trait view was brought into question during the mid-century when a 
prominent theorist, Ralph Stogdill, after a thorough review of the literature concluded 
that "A person does not become a leader by virtue of the possession of some 
combination of traits."(R.M. Stogdill (1948)) Stogdill believed this because the research 
showed that no traits were universally associated with effective leadership and that 
situational factors were also influential. For example, military leaders do not have traits 
identical to those of business leaders. 
 Characteristics alone, however, are not sufficient for successful business 
leadership, they are only a precondition.(Kirkpatrick et. al. (1991)) Leaders who possess 
the requisite traits must take certain actions to be successful (e.g. formulating a vision, 
role modelling, setting goals). Possessing the appropriate traits only makes it more 
likely that such actions will be taken and be successful. After summarizing the core 
leadership traits, we will discuss these important actions and the managerial 
implications. 
 Six characteristics on which leaders differ from non-leaders include: drive, the 
desire to lead, honesty/integrity, self-confidence, cognitive ability, and knowledge of the 
business. (B.M. Bass (1990)) 
 a) Drive 
 The first characteristic is labelled "drive" which is not to be confused with 
physical need deprivation. We use the term to refer to a constellation of traits and 
motives reflecting a high effort level. Five aspects of drive include achievement 
motivation, ambition, energy, tenacity, and initiative. 
  - Achievement. Leaders have a relatively high desire for achievement. The need 
for achievement is an important motive among effective leaders and even more 
important among successful entrepreneurs. High achievers obtain satisfaction from 
successfully completing challenging tasks, attaining standards of excellence, and 
developing better ways of doing things. To work their way up to the top of the 
organization, leaders must have a desire to complete challenging assignments and 
projects. This also allows the leader to gain technical expertise, both through education 
and work experience, and to initiate and follow through with organizational changes. 
 - Ambition. Leaders are very ambitious about their work and careers and have a 
desire to get ahead. To advance, leaders actively take steps to demonstrate their drive 
and determination. Ambition impels leaders to set hard, challenging goals for 
themselves and their organizations. 
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 - Energy. To sustain a high achievement drive and get ahead, leaders must have 
a lot of energy. Working long, intense work weeks (and many weekends) for many 
years, requires an individual to have physical, mental, and emotional vitality. 
Leaders are more likely than nonleaders to have a high level of energy and stamina and 
to be generally active, lively, and often restless. Leaders have been characterized as 
"electric, vigorous, active, full of life" as well as possessing the "physical vitality to 
maintain a steadily productive work pace."(J.M. Kouzes and B.Z. Posner (1987)) 
 - Tenacity. Leaders are better at overcoming obstacles than nonleaders. They 
have the "capacity to work with distant objects in view" and have a "degree of strength 
of will or perseverance."(B.M. Bass (1990)) Leaders must be tirelessly persistent in 
their activities and follow through with their programs. Most organizational change 
programs take several months to establish and can take many years before the benefits 
are seen. Leaders must have the drive to stick with these programs, and persistence is 
needed to ensure that changes are institutionalized. 
  - Initiative. Effective leaders are proactive. They make choices and take action 
that leads to change instead of just reacting to events or waiting for things to happen; 
that is, they show a high level of initiative. 
 b) Leadership Motivation 
 Studies show that leaders have a strong desire to lead. Leadership motivation 
involves the desire to influence and lead others and is often equated with the need for 
power. People with high leadership motivation think a lot about influencing other 
people, winning an argument, or being the greater authority. They prefer to be in a 
leadership rather than subordinate role. The willingness to assume responsibility, which 
seems to coincide with leadership motivation, is frequently found in leaders. 
 Psychologist Warren Bennis and colleague Burt Nanus state that power is a 
leader's currency, or the primary means through which the leader gets things done in the 
organization. (W.G. Bennis and B. Nanus (1985)) A leader must want to gain the power 
to exercise influence over others. Also, power is an "expandable pie," not a fixed sum; 
effective leaders give power to others as a means of increasing their own power. 
Effective leaders do not see power as something that is competed for but rather as 
something that can be created and distributed to followers without detracting from their 
own power. 
 Successful leaders must be willing to exercise power over subordinates, tell 
them what to do, and make appropriate use of positive and negative sanctions. Previous 
studies have shown inconsistent results regarding dominance as a leadership trait. 
According to Harvard psychologist David McClelland, this may be because there are 
two different types of dominance: a personalized power motive, or power lust, and a 
socialized power motive, or the desire to lead. (D.C. McClelland (1965)) 
 - Personalized Power Motive. Although a need for power is desirable, the 
leader's effectiveness depends on what is behind it. A leader with a personalized power 
motive seeks power as an end in itself. These individuals have little self-control, are 
often impulsive, and focus on collecting symbols of personal prestige. Acquiring power 
solely for the sake of dominating others may be based on profound self-doubt. The 
personalized power motive is concerned with domination of others and leads to 
dependent, submissive followers. 
 - Socialized Power Motive. In contrast, a leader with a socialized power motive 
uses power as a means to achieve desired goals, or a vision. Its use is expressed as the 
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ability to develop networks and coalitions, gain cooperation from others, resolve 
conflicts in a constructive manner, and use role modelling to influence others. 
 c) Honesty and Integrity 
 Honesty and integrity are virtues in all individuals, but have special significance 
for leaders. Without these qualities, leadership is undermined. Integrity is the 
correspondence between word and deed and honesty refers to being truthful or non-
deceitful. The two form the foundation of a trusting relationship between leader and 
followers. 
 In his comprehensive review of leadership, psychologist Bernard Bass found 
that student leaders were rated as more trustworthy and reliable in carrying out 
responsibilities than followers. Similarly, British organizational psychologists Charles 
Cox and Cary Cooper's "high flying" (successful) managers preferred to have an open 
style of management, where they truthfully informed workers about happenings in the 
company. Morgan McCall and Michael Lombardo of the Centre for Creative Leadership 
found that managers who reached the top were more likely to follow the following 
formula: "I will do exactly what I say I will do when I say I will do it. If I change my 
mind, I will tell you well in advance so you will not be harmed by my actions."(M.W. 
McCall and M.M. Lombardo (1983)) 
 Successful leaders are open with their followers, but also discreet and do not 
violate confidences or carelessly divulge potentially harmful information. One 
subordinate in a study by Harvard's John Gabarro made the following remark about his 
new president: "He was so consistent in what he said and did, it was easy to trust him." 
Another subordinate remarked about an unsuccessful leader, "How can I rely on him if I 
can't count on him consistently?"(J.J. Gabaro (1987)) 
Honesty is absolutely essential to leadership. After all, if we are willing to follow 
someone, whether it be into battle or into the boardroom, we first want to assure 
ourselves that the person is worthy of our trust. 
 d) Self-Confidence 
 There are many reasons why a leader needs self-confidence. Being a leader is a 
very difficult job. A great deal of information must be gathered and processed. A 
constant series of problems must be solved and decisions made. Followers have to be 
convinced to pursue specific courses of action. Setbacks have to be overcome. 
Competing interests have to be satisfied. Risks have to be taken in the face of 
uncertainty. A person riddled with self-doubt would never be able to take the necessary 
actions nor command the respect of others. 
 Self-confidence plays an important role in decision-making and in gaining 
others' trust. Obviously, if the leader is not sure of what decision to make, or expresses a 
high degree of doubt, then the followers are less likely to trust the leader and be 
committed to the vision. 
 Not only is the leader's self-confidence important, but so is others' perception of 
it. Often, leaders engage in impression management to bolster their image of 
competence; by projecting self-confidence they arouse followers' self-confidence. Self-
confident leaders are also more likely to be assertive and decisive, which gains others' 
confidence in the decision. This is crucial for effective implementation of the decision. 
Even when the decision turns out to be a poor one, the self-confident leader admits the 
mistake and uses it as a learning opportunity, often building trust in the process. 
 e) Cognitive Ability 
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 Leaders must gather, integrate, and interpret enormous amounts of information. 
These demands are greater than ever today because of rapid technological change. Thus, 
it is not surprising that leaders need to be intelligent enough to formulate suitable 
strategies, solve problems, and make correct decisions. 
 Leaders have often been characterized as being intelligent, but not necessarily 
brilliant and as being conceptually skilled. Kotter states that a "keen mind" (i.e., strong 
analytical ability, good judgement, and the capacity to think strategically and 
multidimensional) is necessary for effective leadership, and that leadership effectiveness 
requires "above average intelligence," rather than genius. 
 Intelligence may be a trait that followers look for in a leader. If someone is 
going to lead, followers want that person to be more capable in some respects than they 
are. Therefore, the follower's perception of cognitive ability in a leader is a source of 
authority in the leadership relationship. 
 f) Knowledge of the Business 
 Effective leaders have a high degree of knowledge about the company, industry, 
and technical matters. Technical expertise enables the leader to understand the concerns 
of subordinates regarding technical issues. Harvard Professor John Kotter argues that 
expertise is more important than formal education. 
 Effective leaders gather extensive information about the company and the 
industry. Most of the successful general managers studies by Harvard's Kotter spent 
their careers in the same industry, while less successful managers lacked industry-
specific experiences. Although cognitive ability is needed to gain a through 
understanding of the business, formal education is not a requirement. Only forty percent 
of the business leaders studied by Bennis and Nanus had business degrees. In-depth 
knowledge of the organization and industry allows effective leaders to make well-
informed decisions and to understand the implications of those decisions. 
 New methods and measurements were developed after these influential reviews 
that would ultimately reestablish the trait theory as a viable approach to the study of 
leadership. For example, improvements in researchers' use of the round robin research 
design methodology allowed researchers to see that individuals can and do emerge as 
leaders across a variety of situations and tasks.( Tagger S. (1999))Additionally, during 
the 1980s statistical advances allowed researchers to conduct meta-analyses, in which 
they could quantitatively analyze and summarize the findings from a wide array of 
studies. This advent allowed trait theorists to create a comprehensive and parsimonious 
picture of previous leadership research rather than rely on the qualitative reviews of the 
past. 
  Equipped with new methods, leadership researchers revealed the following: 
 a) Individuals can and do emerge as leaders across a variety of situations and 
tasks. 
 b) Significant relationships exist between leadership and such individual traits 
as: 

- Intelligence 
- Adjustment 
- Extraversion 
- Conscientiousness 
- Openness to experience 
- General self-efficacy 
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 While the trait theory of leadership has certainly regained popularity, its re-
emergence has not been accompanied by a corresponding increase in sophisticated 
conceptual frameworks. 

 
4. CONCLUSIONS 
 

 Regardless of whether leaders are born or made or some combination of both, it 
is unequivocally clear that leaders are not like other people. Leaders do not have to be 
great men or women by being intellectual geniuses or omniscient prophets to succeed, 
but they do need to have the "right stuff" and this stuff is not equally present in all 
people. Leadership is a demanding, unrelenting job with enormous pressures and grave 
responsibilities. It would be a profound disservice to leaders to suggest that they are 
ordinary people who happened to be in the right place at the right time. Maybe the place 
matters, but it takes a special kind of person to master the challenges of opportunity. Let 
us not only give credit, but also use the knowledge we have to select and train our future 
leaders effectively. We believe that in the realm of leadership (and in every other 
realm), the individual does matter. 
 However, there are some limitations of trait theories, and these limitations refer 
as the facts that trait theories still: 

- focus on a small set of individual attributes such as Big Five personality traits, 
to the neglect of cognitive abilities, motives, values, social skills, expertise, and 
problem-solving skills; 
- fail to consider patterns or integrations of multiple attributes; 
- do not distinguish between those leader attributes that are generally not 
malleable over time and those that are shaped by, and bound to, situational 
influences; 
- do not consider how stable leader attributes account for the behavioural 
diversity necessary for effective leadership. 
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