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Abstract
This study focuses on the correlates of an individual’s rating of their leadership potential. 1194 adults completed a six-factor High Potential work-related
questionnaire and they also self-rated their leadership potential as well as
their actual desire to become their own boss. Neither age nor sex was related
to the two dependent variables, but nearly all the traits were. Stepwise regressions showed Competitiveness, Risk Approach and Conscientiousness were
particularly related to self-related leadership potential. Three traits, namely
Competitiveness, Risk Approach and Curiosity were related to the desire to
become their own boss which accounted for 16% of the variance. SEM
showed Conscientiousness, Curiosity, Risk Approach, Ambiguity Acceptance,
and Competitiveness were significant positive predictors of self-rated Leadership Potential (R2 = .33). Similarly, Curiosity, Risk Approach, Competitiveness, and Leadership Potential were significant positive predictors of participants’ desire to be their own boss, whilst Adjustment was a negative predictor. Implications and limitations are acknowledged.
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1. Introduction
What sort of people want to become their own boss and organisational leaders?
What are the personality correlates of self-perceived leadership ability and skill?
This study examines demographic and personality correlates of the above two
questions.
Pendleton and Furnham (2017) indicated that there are essentially three types
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042 Apr. 27, 2020
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of jobs: technical, supervisory and strategic. Often technical experts are promoted into supervisory/managerial jobs that they neither enjoy nor thrive in.
The same is true for those promoted to strategic or senior leadership roles.
Whereas most people seek recognition and reward many are not particularly eager to take up leadership roles. In this study we shall examine correlates of this
desire. There is a comparative paucity in the area.

2. Self-Assessed Abilities
There is an extensive literature on self-related abilities including intelligence,
emotional intelligence and attractiveness (Furnham, 2001, 2018). The results for
self-estimated IQ showed that first, males of all ages and backgrounds tend to estimate their (overall) general intelligence about 5 to 15 IQ points higher than do
females. Always those estimates are above average and usually around one standard deviation above the norm.
Second, when judging “multiple intelligences” males estimate their spatial and
mathematical (numerical) intelligence higher but emotional intelligence lower than
do females. On some multiple intelligences (verbal, musical, body-kinaesthetic) there
is little or no sex difference.
Third, sex differences are cross-culturally consistent. Differences seem to lie in
cultural definitions of intelligence as well as norms associated with humility and
hubris. Forth, the correlation between self-estimated and test generated IQ is
positive and low in the range of r = .2 to r = .5 suggesting that you cannot use
test scores as proxy for actual scores.
Fifth, with regard to outliers, those who score high on IQ but give low
self-estimates tend nearly always to be female, while those with the opposite pattern (high estimates, low scores) tend to be male.
One question we ask in this paper is whether self-estimates of leadership ability are the same as those of self-rated intelligence as noted above. There many
commercial leadership self-assessment tools but not appear to be many studies
on self-rated leadership ability though it may be that early learning experience
has convinced some people that they “have what it takes”. Those studies that do
exist show the above pattern: males tend to self-rate higher than females, and
correlations between self-rated and actual ability are positive but modest (Archer
et al., 2016; Moore & Rudd, 2005). However, it is also clear that some people,
though they might believe they have leadership ability, do not seek out leadership positions because of the problems that come with the role (Pendleton &
Furnham, 2017). Hence, there is the question of the desire to “be one’s own
boss”. Whilst it is true that one could be one’s own boss by working alone or as a
consultant, most people understand this to mean being a leader of a group or
organisation.
In this study we are interested in demographic and personality trait correlates
of these two variables: self-rated leadership ability and desire to be one’s own
boss.
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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3. High Potential Traits Inventory
In this study we used the HPTI which was developed to measure personality at
work. There is significant overlap with the Big Five (FFM) on three traits but
three additional traits, shown to be related to success in a variety of jobs. The first,
most well researched trait is Conscientiousness characterised by self-discipline,
organisation and ability to moderate one’s own impulses (Costa & McCrae, 1992;
Wille et al., 2013). Many studies have shown it to be a trait consistently related to
success in education and work (Furnham, 2018; Judge et al., 1997). Barrick et
al.’s (2001) meta-analysis found Conscientiousness was a predictor of job success
across all jobs and all measures of success.
Adjustment (low Neuroticism) is the adaptive end of the FFM Neuroticism
trait (Costa & McCrae, 1992; Wille et al., 2013). It is characterised by emotional
resilience to stressors, positive affect and mood stability and regulation. Adjustment has been shown to related to various indices of higher work performance
(Judge & Locke, 1993). Barrick et al.’s (2001) meta-analysis found higher adjustment was associated with improved performance and better teamwork in
many occupations.

Curiosity (Openness) is characterised by an interest in new ideas, experiences
and situations. Openness at work encompasses new ways of completing tasks,
new business ideas, and interest in colleagues with different opinions. Judge et
al. (1999) found Openness was moderately associated with job satisfaction, occupational status and extrinsic career success. Van der Linden et al. (2010) confirmed Openness was associated with improved performance and learning outcomes. Barrick et al.’s (2001) meta-analysis of personality and job performance
found Openness was moderately associated with training proficiency but was
less related to performance than Conscientiousness or Adjustment.
Ambiguity Acceptance, sometimes described as Ambiguity Tolerance (AT),
describes how an individual or group processes and perceives unfamiliarity or
incongruence (Furnham & Ribchester, 1995). Those who are tolerant of ambiguity perform well in new or uncertain situations, adapt when duties or objectives
are unclear, and are able to learn in unpredictable times or environments.
McCall (1997) suggested from extensive qualitative evidence that adapting to
ambiguity is an essential trait of High-Flyers. Herman et al. (2010) found ambiguity tolerance involved four facets: valuing diversity, challenging perspectives,
unfamiliarity, and change. The ambiguity tolerance component of the High-Flying
Personality Traits incorporates the four facets of AT. Those with higher ambiguity
tolerance should perform better in high-level leadership positions because they
have to incorporate many different sources of information and make decisions
based on mixed information.
The fifth trait is Competitiveness. Wang and Netemeyer (2002) suggested that
Competitiveness is a distinct trait that reflects part of McClelland’s (1965) N-Ach,
and the achievement component of Type A personality (Thornton et al., 2011).
Trait Competitiveness focuses on the adaptive elements of Competitiveness that
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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drive self-improvement, desire for individual and team success, and learning.
The final trait Courage, or approach to risk, which is the ability to combat or
mitigate negative or threat-based emotions and broaden the potential range of
responses. Hannah et al. (2007) suggest the courageous individual uses the positive emotion, courage, to mitigate fear of interpersonal conflict or reprisal to
confront the behaviour. In an empirical study, Norton and Weiss (2009) found
self-report measures of Courage predicted actual courageous responses in a
fear-evoking situation. Unchecked fear restricts the potential range of responses,
and typically leads to behaviours like avoidance or contrived ignorance, whereas
courage is exhibited as the willingness to confront difficult situations and solve
problems in spite of adversity. Therefore, Courage can be expressed in many
situations including calculated risk taking, interpersonal confrontation and
problem solving, or moral fortitude (Norton & Weiss, 2009).
A number of papers have used the HPTI (Furnham & Treglown, 2018) of
which the most relevant is the study by Teodorescu, Furnham, and MacRae
(2017). Their results indicated HPTI personality traits relate to subjective and
objective measures of success with Conscientiousness being the strongest predictor.
Assuming that adults have, through experience, some insight into their leadership success and failure and based on the extensive literature on leadership
we tested the following hypotheses:
1) Males rate their leadership ability more highly than females (H1) and
would have a stronger desire to be their own boss (H2).
2) All high potential traits, particularly Competitiveness, Courage and Conscientiousness, would be positively correlated with self-rated leadership ability
(H3).
3) Self-rated leadership ability would be significantly positively related to the
desire to be one’s own boss (H4).

4. Method
4.1. Participants
There were 1194 participants in this study, of which 679 were female and 515
were male. The mean age of this sample was 38.9 years (SD = 13.6). The sample
was mostly from Canada (n = 688; 62.4%), with the rest being from the USA.
Most participants spoke English as their first language (n = 1022; 85.6%), with
Spanish being the next most frequent first language (n = 23; 1.9%). 916 (76.7%)
participants were in some form of full-time employment, 111 (9.3%) were
part-time employed and 74 (6%) were students. The most frequently cited industries of work were Retail (n = 123; 10.3%), Health (n = 117; 9.8%), and Education (n = 115; 9.6%), with the most frequently cited job roles being Customer
Service Occupation (n = 112; 9.4), Sales (n = 98; 8.2%), and Teaching (n = 99;
8.3%). Additionally, 45.4% (n = 543) of participants were in a non-management
position, with 12.5% (n = 149) being a first-line manager, 9.5% (n = 113) being
in middle management, and 11.6% (n = 139) being in some form of senior
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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management.

4.2. Measures
High Potential Trait Indicator (HPTI) (MacRae, 2012; MacRae & Furnham,
2014)—The HPTI is a measure of personality traits, specifically within a
workplace context. It is comprised of six factors. The inventory is 78 items in
length. Each trait was converted into a standardized score to allow for better
comparison between traits.

4.3. Procedure
The data was gathered as a part of a general population norm sampling in North
America by a British psychometric test publisher. The data was collected via an
online platform, with participants being recruited through personal and professional networks. Participants whose response pattern was could be considered
random or careless were screened out. Written and informed consent was provided by all participants before engaging in the study. Participants received
feedback on their highest and lowest HPTI trait scores after completing the
study. After completing the HPTI, before receiving any feedback on their scores,
participants were asked to rate their self-perceived levels of “Leadership Poten-

tial” and “Desire to be your own boss” on a 0 - 100 sliding scale.

4.4. Analysis
The dataset was organised and cleaned using R Studio. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was conducted in the Lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012; version .5-20)
of R (version 3.3.0). Based upon Kline’s (2005) recommendations, the following
fit indices were applied: the χ2/df ratio, RMSEA, Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR), and the Comparative fit index (CFI). An excellent fit is indicated
when χ2/df < 3.00 (van Dam, 2015), RMSEA < .05 (MacCallum et al., 1996),
SRMR < .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1998), and CFI > .95 (Hooper et al., 2008).

5. Results
5.1. Correlations
Table 1 shows the correlations between participant’s age, gender, HPTI scores,
and self-perceived Leadership Potential and desire to be their own boss. Age was
significantly positively correlated with Conscientiousness, Adjustment, Risk
Approach, and Ambiguity Acceptance, but was negatively correlated with Competitiveness. Gender was significantly negatively correlated with Risk Approach
and Competitiveness, indicating that males have higher levels of Risk Approach
and Competitiveness than females. Age and Gender were not significantly correlated with self-perceived Leadership Potential. However, Gender was significantly negatively correlated with participants’ desire to be their own boss, indicating male participants have a greater desire to be their own boss compared to
female participants.
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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Table 1. Correlations between demographics, HPTI, self-perceived leadership potential and desire to be their own boss.
Age

Gender Conscientiousness Adjustment

Curiosity

Risk
Approach

Ambiguity
Leadership
Competitiveness
Acceptance
Potential

Age
Gender

−.01

Conscientiousness

.17***

.05

Adjustment

.20***

.03

.38***

Curiosity

.03

.02

.46***

.20***

Risk Approach

.19***

−.07*

.56***

.45***

.51***

Ambiguity
Acceptance

.11***

.00

.13***

.36***

.20***

.33***

Competitiveness

−.22***

−.15***

.27***

−.09**

.16***

.33***

.08**

Leadership
Potential

−.02

−.02

.42***

.23***

.35***

.49***

.20***

.37***

Desire to be
Own Boss

−.05

−.07*

.22***

.04

.26***

.30***

.08**

.31***

.44***

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .05.

All six HPTI traits were significantly, positively correlated with participants’
self-perceived leadership potential, with correlation coefficients ranging from .20
(Ambiguity Acceptance) to .49 (Risk Approach). Only five of the six HPTI traits
were significantly correlated with participants’ desire to be their own boss, with
correlation coefficients ranging from .08 (Ambiguity Acceptance) to .31 (Competitiveness). Participants’ self-perceived leadership potential was also significantly correlated with their desire to be their own boss.

5.2. Regressions
Table 2 shows the results of a hierarchical linear regression on self-perceived
leadership potential. Age and Gender were entered in step 1, with neither being
a significant predictor of leadership potential. The six HPTI traits were entered
in step 2, which explained a total of 32.7% of the variance. Five of the six traits
were significant predictors of self-perceived potential, where participants with
higher levels of trait Conscientiousness, Curiosity, Risk Approach, Ambiguity
Acceptance, and Competitiveness rating themselves as having greater leadership
potential.
Table 3 shows a second hierarchical linear regression on participants’ desire
to be their own boss. In step 1, Gender was a significant negative predictor, indicating males have a greater desire to be their own boss than females. However,
this step explained only .8% of the variance and was not significant overall (F(1,
1193) = .454; p = .011). The six HPTI traits were entered in the second step, explaining an additional 15.1%. Only three traits were significant predictors, with
higher Curiosity, Risk Approach, and Competitiveness being predictive of a
greater desire to be your own boss. Gender was no longer a significant predictor
in the second step. Self-perceived Leadership Potential was entered in the third
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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step and was a significant positive predictor, explaining an additional 8.1% (24%
in total). Additionally, in the third step Adjustment because a significant negative predictor of participants’ desire to be their own boss (β = −.07, p = .041).
Table 2. Hierarchical regression of demographics and HPTI traits on self-perceived leadership potential.
Leadership Potential

Step 1

β

t

Age

−.02

−.54

Gender

−.02

−.55

F Score

F(2, 1191) = .30

R2

.000

Step 2

Conscientiousness

.17

5.23***

Adjustment

.04

1.22

Curiosity

.09

2.97**

Risk Approach

.26

7.51***

Ambiguity Accept

.05

2.02*

Competitiveness

.22

7.68***

F Change

F(8, 1185) = 95.88***

R2 (ΔR2)

.327 (.327)

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .05; standardized betas reported.

Table 3. Hierarchical regression of demographics, HPTI, and leadership potential on desire to be own boss.
Desire to Be Own Boss

Step 1

β

t

Age

−.05

−1.83

Gender

−.07

−2.40*

F Score

F(2, 1191) = 4.54

R2

.008

Step 2

Conscientiousness

.03

.95

Adjustment

−.05

−1.57

Curiosity

.13

4.09***

Risk Approach

.17

4.45***

Ambiguity Accept

−.01

−.22

Competitiveness

.21

6.64***

F Change

F(8, 1185) = 39.18***

R2 (ΔR2)

.159 (.151)

Step 3

Leadership Potential

.348

11.28***

F Change

F(9, 1184) = 127.12***

R2 (ΔR2)

.240 (.081)

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .05; standardized betas reported.
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5.3. Structural Equation Model
SEM was used to further explore the relationships between HPTI, potential, and
desire to be your own boss. In particular, SEM was used to assess multivariate
regression and mediation analysis. Due to the non-availability of item level data,
the six HPTI items were entered as observed variables. “Leadership Potential”
and “Desire to Be Own Boss” were also entered as observed variables.
Non-significant questions regressions were removed in a backwards elimination
style until only significant terms remained.
The results of the SEM can be seen in Figure 1. The chi-squared statistic was
not significant (χ2(3) = 2.88, p = .411). Other fit statistics indicated that the
model was an excellent fit of the data: CFI = 1.00; χ/df = .96; RMSEA = .000
(upper 95% CI = .048; lower CI = .000); SRMR = .006.
Replicating what was seen in the regressions, Conscientiousness, Curiosity,
Risk Approach, Ambiguity Acceptance, and Competitiveness were significant
positive predictors of Leadership Potential (R2 = .324). Additionally, Curiosity,
Risk Approach, Competitiveness, and Leadership Potential were significant positive predictors of participants’ desire to be their own boss, whilst Adjustment
was a negative predictor. Mediation was tested via indirect effects of HPTI on
desire to be own boss in the Lavaan package. Tests of indirect effect found that
both Conscientiousness (β = 1.73; p < .001) and Ambiguity Acceptance (β = .56;
p = .021) had significant indirect effects on participants’ desire to be their own
boss, being fully mediated by leadership potential.

6. Discussion
The result of this study confirmed many, but not all hypotheses. It was surprising that there was effectively no age or sex difference on either variable, given
that many studies have shown that males rate their ability higher than females
and are usually eager to be their own boss. Equally, it may be expected that older
people would give themselves higher ratings. One answer could be in the nature
of this sample: they were mainly middle-aged, North American successful business
people, many of whom had successful careers and held management/leadership
roles, Cultural changes with respect to male and female roles, particularly in
North America could account for the absence of sex differences. Also, most participants were middle-aged employees confident in their roles and knowledgeable about their leadership talent.
As expected, the two dependent variables were highly intercorrelated (r = .44)
showing that self-confidence and leadership ambition are closely related. This is
a well-established finding in the leadership literature (Pendleton & Furnham,
2017) and probably represents reciprocal causation: self-confident people are
more likely to be chosen as leaders and being in a position of leadership increases self-confidence as defined by self-ratings of leadership potential.
The results showed that all six HPTI traits were positively and significantly
associated with particularly risk approach (Courage) and Conscientiousness. If
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042
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Figure 1. Structural equation model analysing multivariate relationships
between HPTI, leadership potential, and desire to be own boss.

people are sufficiently insightful and accurate about the leadership potential this
could be seen as validity evidence supporting this measure. Correlations between
the six HPTI traits and desire to be your own boss were all positive but much
lower than for the evaluation of leadership potential.
The literature on leadership supports these self-rated findings. Conscientious
and Competitive people strive for leadership positions, their preferences and
talents are recognised, and they tend to succeed in leadership roles (Hermans,
2007; Ng et al., 2005).
The regression showed that the six factors accounted for a third of the variance with respect to self-ratings of leadership potential. Competitiveness, Risk
Approach and Conscientiousness were highly significant and only Adjustment
was not. The regression for Be Your Own Boss showed that the traits accounted
for only 15% of the variance (less than half than for leadership potential) but
that when Leadership potential ratings were added an additional 8% of the variance was accounted for. Presumably those who feel they have leadership potential feel they could succeed in the role and become their own boss.
However, it is the SEM results which help to explain the process much better.
Three traits, shown in previous studies to be related to management success,
namely Curiosity, Competitiveness and Risk Approach (Courage) were related
to both ratings (Teodorescu et al., 2017). The second highest loading indicated
that Conscientiousness was related to ratings of Leadership effectiveness but not
the Desire to be one’s own boss. Presumably the participants had some idea of
what has been found many times, namely that the facets of Conscientiousness
namely being ordered, reliable, planful and hard-working are strong predictors
of work success.
It was interesting to note that Adjustment was negatively related to the desire
to be one’s own boss. This implies that people prone to worry and stress (i.e.
Neuroticism) are more likely to want to work for themselves or be in charge
presumably because they believe they will be under less stress and pressure,
though this is unlikely to be the case. The literature on leadership supports this
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.114042

632

Psychology

L. Treglown et al.

finding: those more prone to acute and chronic stress, which are the markers of
low Adjustment neither seek out, nor get selected to leadership roles; and if they
do they rarely succeed. Interestingly, adjustment was not related to self-rated
leadership but only desire to be your own boss.
Similarly, ambiguity tolerance was related to self-rated leadership potential.
The ability to tolerate uncertainty is a requirement for senior management. We
know that it is a marker of success in business and a correlate of other variables
related to success (Furnham & Marks, 2013).
There various implications of this study: first, as one might expect working
adults do have some insight into their leadership potential; second Courage,
Competitive, Conscientiousness and Curiosity are all related to both the desire
to be a leader and success in leadership; third, these traits are easy and important
to measure in candidates for leadership positions.

7. Limitations
Like all studies this had limitations. First, the data was predominantly self-report
and the results could have been inflated by method invariance. It would have
been better to get observer reports or behavioural history data of actual leadership experience and success. Also, it is acknowledged that the “desire to be your
own boss” is somewhat ambiguous and not necessarily the same as the desire to
be a leader. Thus, a highly introverted person may wish to work for themselves
and hence “be their own boss”. Equally consultants who are “one-man bands”
work from themselves. From a pilot study asking 20 people what the phrase
meant however, all mentioned that they were a leader. However, we perhaps
should have asked people about their desire to become a leader as well as specifying in which domain: i.e. a business, a sports team etc.
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