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Abstract
This paper investigates the positively deviant effect of female leaders’ personal need for structure (PNS) on average teammember
performance. Drawing on Kelley’s attribution principles, we propose that female leaders can more effectively stimulate team
performance when they are high in PNS than when male leaders are. Using a multi-source, multi-wave survey study of 100
leaders and 439 subordinates across 24 real estate firms, we examine the interactive effect of leader PNS and leader gender on
average team member performance via activated team faultlines. Our results suggest that female leaders who are high in PNS
exhibit a stronger, negative effect on activated team faultlines when compared to their male counterparts. In addition, female
leaders who are high in PNS elicit a stronger positive indirect effect on average team member performance through decreased
activated team faultlines than male leaders. Our findings are consistent with, and therefore enhance, the prediction of Kelley’s
attribution principles. Implications for theory, practice, and future research are addressed.
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The underrepresentation of women in major leadership roles
(for a review, see Eagly and Karau 2002) has spurred two
puzzling questions: Why are females perceived as less effec-
tive leaders than their male counterparts? And, is this percep-
tion valid? To answer the first question, Eagly and Karau
(2002) proposed role congruity theory to explain prejudice
toward female leaders. The main argument is that female

leaders are likely to receive unfavorable evaluations from their
subordinates when they demonstrate masculine or agentic
characteristics (e.g., bold, decisive, and dominant) that deviate
from their gender stereotype rather than feminine or commu-
nal qualities (e.g., agreeable, warm, and caring; Eagly et al.
2000) that conform to their gender stereotype (Heilman et al.
2004; Lyness and Heilman 2006). However, more recent find-
ings seem to shed light on the possibility that female leaders
can also be perceived positively when they display attributes
that are against and deviate from their gender-role expecta-
tions (Anderson et al. 2006; Johnson et al. 2008). Therefore,
role congruity theory alone may not be sufficient to explain
such contrasting results.

In an attempt to provide theoretical explanation to this in-
consistency, Wang et al. (2013) adopted Kelley’s attribution
principles (Kelley 1972) to supplement role congruity theory
to explain the consequences of leader-role and gender-role
comparisons. According to Kelley and associates’ augmenta-
tion principle (Kelley 1972; Kelley and Michela 1980), more
attribution of a behavior-correspondent disposition would be
given for an unexpected, rather than expected, behavior. In
other words, the unexpected behavior is perceived as reveal-
ing a stronger correspondent disposition than an expected be-
havior. From this, Wang et al. (2013) postulated that when
leaders demonstrate behaviors that negatively deviate from
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their gender stereotypical roles (e.g., female leaders being au-
thoritarian), both the role congruity theory and the augmenta-
tion principle can be used to explain the resulting influence.
However, when leaders demonstrate behaviors that positively
deviate from their gender stereotypical roles (e.g., male
leaders being benevolent), only the augmentation principle
can be used to explain why leaders receive more favorable
evaluations. Based on Wang et al.’s (2013) conceptualization
of positive deviance, we conceptualize positively deviant
effect as individuals displaying favorable attributes that devi-
ate from their gender-role expectations.

While these theories have progressed understanding of at-
tribution of leader behavior to the gender role, research has not
examined the positively deviant effect among female leaders
who usually receive prejudice and biased evaluations from
others. Wang et al. (2013) found that there exists a positively
deviant effect when male leaders demonstrate female stereo-
typical benevolent leadership behaviors. We are interested in
whether the positively deviant effect may also exist for female
leaders. Specifically, we propose that compared to their male
counterparts, when female leaders have a high personal need
for structure (PNS), they are likely to enhance their team
members’ average performance by reducing activated team
faultlines, which is team members’ perceptions of actual divi-
sions or formations of subgroups based on the alignment of
team members’ characteristics within the team (Jehn and
Bezrukova 2010; Lau and Murnighan 1998).

PNS presents a person’s cognitive structure to reduce or
simplify information processing in order to form and use ab-
stract mental representations (Neuberg and Newsom 1993).
Moreover, “a person high in desire for simple structure might
be conceptualized as one leading a simple, tightly organized
life, both cognitively and behaviorally” (Neuberg and
Newsom 1993, p. 114). We investigate leader PNS because
leaders who initiate structure emphasize clear roles, goals, and
performance expectations, which are critical to enhanced team
performance and leadership effectiveness (DeRue et al. 2011).
Research has suggested that men are generally expected to be
intuitive and adept at processing information in a simpler way
than women (Eagly and Johnson 1990; Hyde et al. 2008), and
that men’s PNS and authoritarianism and ethnocentrism be-
liefs are closely related (Kemmelmeier 2010). Hence, we sug-
gest that PNS is more likely to be considered as an agentic
characteristic than a communal characteristic and speculate
that female leaders who are high in PNS can exhibit a posi-
tively deviant effect on their team members.

Our paper is organized in the following ways. First, we
postulate that team members are likely to perceive fewer
faultlines when their leaders are high in PNS because individ-
uals high in PNS prefer orderly and predictable situations over
complicated and unstable ones (Gordon 1997; Schaller et al.
1995). Second, we propose that leader gender moderates the
relationship between leader PNS and activated team faultlines.

Based on Kelley’s augmentation principle (Kelley 1972), we
contend that the negative relationship between leader PNS and
activated team faultlines is more salient for female leaders
than for male leaders. Finally, we contend that leader PNS
interacts with leader gender to influence team performance
via activated team faultlines because activated faultlines with-
in teams may negatively influence team dynamics, thus jeop-
ardizing team performance (e.g., Brewer 1995; Jehn and
Bezrukova 2010; Lau and Murnighan 1998; Williams and
O’Reilly 1998). We examine average team member perfor-
mance, conceptualizing it as the typical level of task perfor-
mance for teammembers (Koopmann et al. 2016). Altogether,
we suggest that female leaders who are high in PNS are likely
to be perceived as more effective in reducing faultlines within
teams, thus leading to enhanced average team member
performance.

Theory and Hypotheses

PNS and Gender Difference

PNS is a personality trait that chronically motivates one to
seek clarity and certainty and avoid ambiguity (Heponiemi
et al. 2008; Neuberg and Newsom 1993). Although PNS
may vary according to state, function, and situation, it is
strongly rooted in stable individual differences (Moskowitz
1993; Neuberg and Newsom 1993). Individuals high in PNS
tend to prefer simple, structured, and tightly organized envi-
ronments that operate and function with stable and clear rules
(Moskowitz 1993). Neuberg and Newsom (1993) found that
people high in PNS are more likely to enjoy routine and pre-
dictable social situations as opposed to less formal and un-
structured social encounters and may even structure their so-
cial world in a way that allows them to avoid unpredictable
situations.

Several organizational studies suggest that PNS is more
likely to be regarded as an agentic, rather than communal,
characteristic. For example, Kemmelmeier (2010) found that
the associations between PNS and authoritarianism and
ethnocentrism, respectively, are stronger for men than for
women. Thompson et al. (2001) and Hodson and Esses
(2005) also discovered a significant correlation between
PNS and authoritarianism. In addition, women are diagnosed
with depression more often than men as women process in-
formation in a more effortful and deliberate manner, which is
atypical for high PNS individuals (Hyde et al. 2008; Nolen-
Hoeksema et al. 1999). Existing research has shown that PNS
can be regarded as an epistemic motive that describes how
individuals structure their knowledge and information
(Pundt and Venz 2017; Van Kleef et al. 2009). Since men
and women have different styles of processing information
and making decisions, it is greatly held that PNS is a
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masculine characteristic as it is associated with a strong desire
to organize information in a simple and unambiguous way
(Neuberg and Newsom 1993) and follow more rigid and dog-
matic guidelines (Pundt and Venz 2017).

Leader PNS and Activated Team Faultlines

When applying to the leadership context, PNS can affect one’s
leadership style. Specifically, leader PNS is associated with
the extent to which the leader seeks a predictable, highly struc-
tured, and well-defined environment in order to lead effective-
ly (Heine et al. 2006). Friesen et al. (2014) also suggested that
structured and organized matters are psychologically appeal-
ing to people high in PNS. In fact, since high PNS leaders
have a strong desire for a clear, ordered, and stable environ-
ment (Kruglanski andWebster 1996; Webster and Kruglanski
1994) and workplace hierarchy (Friesen et al. 2014), their
leadership is likely to reflect one of a clear and rigid style
(DeRue et al. 2011). In the work context, these leaders tend
to create rules, develop routines, and plan for structured and
ordered processes. Therefore, they may institute task bound-
aries and task contexts for subordinates and set rules for work
interactions (Carton and Cummings 2012; Thatcher and Patel
2012).

According to social information processing theory, leader
behaviors conveymessages and informational cues to the sub-
ordinates and help shape their understanding of the workplace
environment (Yam et al. 2018). Thus, subordinates tend to see
leaders high in PNS as those who prefer routine and predict-
able, as opposed to informal and unstructured, social situa-
tions (Moskowitz 1993; Thatcher and Patel 2012), which help
subordinates make sense of how work is done, how rewards
are divided, and how authority is regulated in the workplace.
In this vein, under this leadership influence, employees are
likely to perceive less inconsistencies, variances, and ambigu-
ity within team functioning and more workgroup unity, there-
by decreasing their perceptions of faultlines within the team.

Organizational literature has outlined two forms of team
faultlines, which are dormant and activated faultlines.
Dormant faultlines are potential faultlines based on individual
attributes (Lau andMurnighan 1998), such as gender (Lau and
Murnighan 1998), nationality (Jiang et al. 2012), race (Sawyer
et al. 2006), or even geographic location (Polzer et al. 2006).
Activated faultlines are faultlines that effectively divide mem-
bers within into subgroups (Jehn and Bezrukova 2010).
Employees can perceive faultlines when a situational stress
pushes the individuals within to certain side of the alignment
(Jehn and Bezrukova 2010). For instance, leaders’ allocation
of differential resources can allow subordinates to perceive
faultlines and split them into subgroups (Pearsall et al. 2008;
Spoelma and Ellis 2017). Thus, activation of faultlines re-
quires a contextual stimulus that triggers differences among
subgroups (Jehn and Bezrukova 2010; Lau and Murnighan

1998). In line with its operationalization, we refer to activated
team faultlines as the faultlines that are actually perceived by
group members (Jehn and Bezrukova 2010). As high PNS
leaders prefer a structured and ordered work context and set
clear roles, goals, and transparent metrics (DeRue et al. 2011),
we anticipate that there exist fewer divisive contextual stimuli
within the team, which may lead team members to perceive
fewer faultlines. In addition, due to the different gender-role
expectations that team members have for their leaders, we
contend that the strength of the relationship between leader
PNS and activated team faultlines is likely to vary between
female and male leaders.

The Positively Deviant Effect of Female Leaders High
in PNS

In organizational literature, several studies and articles have
addressed the different thinking styles of male and female
leaders. For instance, Loden (1985) characterized a masculine
management style to be analytical and emotionally neutral,
and a feminine management style to be interpersonally
empathetic and sensitive. Eagly and Johnson (1990) sug-
gested that the society establishes and expects gender differ-
ences in leaders’ information-processing patterns. Previous
studies have shown that men are expected to be associated
with agentic, bold, and sensation-seeking behaviors, whereas
women are expected to show more concerns for others’ feel-
ings, welfare, and group harmony (Eagly and Karau 2002). In
a group context, men are more likely to be viewed as indepen-
dent and deviant from the group consensus while women are
more likely to cohere and conform to group decisions
(Doherty 1998).

There is an emerging shift in gender-role expectations that
encourages new research. For instance, role congruity theory
(Eagly and Karau 2002) suggests that female leaders who
demonstrate agentic characteristics can receive unfavorable
evaluations from their subordinates because of the incompat-
ibility with their gender stereotype. However, empirical find-
ings are inconsistent with the tenets of role congruity theory.
For example, Anderson et al. (2006) found that women re-
ceived higher evaluations when they demonstrate characteris-
tics that violate their gender-role expectations. To explain
these divergent findings, Wang et al. (2013) contended that
Kelley’s attribution principles (Kelley 1972) can supplement
role congruity theory to better understand comparisons be-
tween gender roles and leader roles. When leaders demon-
strate behaviors that negatively deviate from their gender ste-
reotypical roles, both the role congruity theory and augmen-
tation principle have the same prediction. In contrast, when
leaders demonstrate behaviors that positively deviate from
their gender stereotypical roles, only the augmentation princi-
ple can explain why leaders receive more favorable
evaluations.
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Following the findings ofWang et al. (2013), we also adopt
Kelley’s attribution principles as the theoretical foundation for
the moderating role of leader gender on the relationship be-
tween leader PNS and activated team faultlines. According to
Kelley’s augmentation principle (Kelley 1972; Kelley and
Michela 1980), when female leaders are rigid, dogmatic, and
systematic in their information processing and decision mak-
ing (i.e., high levels of PNS), teammembers are more likely to
attribute female leaders’ cognitive patterns to their disposi-
tional intent. The reason for this attribution is that since PNS
is an agentic characteristic that is more associated with male
leaders, female leaders would have to overcome the situational
constraint in order to act agentically. Consequently, team
members are likely to perceive stronger stabilization within
the teamwhen female leaders demonstrate high PNS qualities,
thus reducing the likelihood of perceiving faultlines within the
team.

In contrast, we expect the effect of leader PNS on activated
team faultlines to be less salient when leaders are male, which
can be explained by Kelley’s discounting principle (Kelley
1972; Kelley and Michela 1980). According to the
discounting principle, behavior-correspondent disposition
would be attributed less to the performer when his or her
behavior is expected than when it is unexpected. Essentially,
when male leaders demonstrate high levels of PNS, team
members are inclined to interpret such acts as simply comply-
ing with the gender expectation rather than their correspon-
dent disposition. This is largely because the stereotypical ex-
pectation is that high PNS is more in line with the male char-
acteristic. Integrating the theoretical arguments based on the
augmentation and discounting principles, we propose the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Leader gender moderates the negative relation-
ship between leader PNS and activated team faultlines, such
that the negative relationship is stronger when the leader is
female rather than male.

Implications for Average Team Member Performance

Activated team faultlines reveal intragroup dynamics that in-
fluence group functioning by dividing group members into
subgroups (Lau and Murnighan 1998). The existence of sub-
groups is highly correlated with intragroup conflicts (Lau and
Murnighan 1998; Williams and O’Reilly 1998) and competi-
tions between coalitions (Jehn and Bezrukova 2010), which
negatively influence team performance. These negative influ-
ences include lack of coordination, faulty cooperation, and
poor cohesion, all of which hinder teamwork (Brewer 1995;
Jehn and Bezrukova 2010; Lau and Murnighan 1998).
Research has indicated that all types of team conflicts are
detrimental to performance (De Dreu and Weingart 2003).
For instance, conflicts increase cognitive workload and

interfere with complex thinking and information processing.
Threat and anxiety associated with conflicts can also inhibit
employee cognitive processing of complex information
(Roseman et al. 1994). Conflicts also deplete energy and effort
that could be expended toward task completion and attainment
of mutual goals (Northcraft et al. 1995).

Activated faultlines also prevent the entire team from pur-
suing team goals. When perceiving faultlines, members are
likely to seek and form coalitions (Jehn and Bezrukova
2010). Hence, members in a subgroup may only cooperate
with members within and fulfill the subgroup’s needs at the
expense of outsiders (Polzer et al. 2006), leading to decreased
intergroup trust and increased competitions (Insko and
Schopler 1998). Moreover, activated faultlines are likely to
decrease team learning (Jehn and Rupert 2008) and team
members’ willingness to make decisions that can possibly
benefit the entire team (Brewer 1995).

By linking leader PNS to activated team faultlines and then
to team performance, we propose that the positively deviant
effect of female leaders’ high PNS is likely to influence aver-
age team member performance by decreasing team members’
perceptions of faultlines within the team. Based on the aug-
mentation principle, when female leaders demonstrate high
levels of PNS, teammembers are inclined to attribute this rigid
and agentic leading style to the female leaders’ dispositional
intent, thus decreasing their perceptions of faultlines and sub-
sequently resulting in higher levels of work performance. In
contrast, based on the discounting principle, team members
are less likely to attribute demonstration of the PNS charac-
teristic to male leaders' dispositional intent. Therefore, the
indirect influence of leader PNS on average team member
performance via decreased activated team faultlines is likely
to be less salient when the leader is male. Altogether, we
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 Leader PNS and leader gender interact to affect
average team member performance via activated team
faultlines, such that the indirect effect of leader PNS on aver-
age team member performance via decreased activated team
faultlines is stronger when the leader is female rather than
male.

Method

Participants and Procedures

The two hypotheses were examined via a multi-time (i.e., time
1, time 2), multi-source (i.e., team leader, team members)
survey study conducted in 24 real estate firms in northeastern
China. Each real estate firm had approximately 100 em-
ployees and similar business models of focusing on property
sales and management. The human resource department of
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each of the 24 firms collaborated with the authors to conduct
the study. Specifically, administrative staff randomly selected
work teams to participate in our study. We explained the re-
search purpose to our participants and told them that their
participation was voluntary and that their responses would
only be used for research purpose.

One hundred and fifty-three team leaders and 724 team
members participated in the time 1 survey. Team leaders rated
their PNS and provided their demographics. Team members
provided responses to their perceptions of faultlines within the
team and their demographics. One hundred and thirty-one
team leaders and 622 team members returned their respective
questionnaire. In total, 586 team member questionnaires were
successfully matched to that of their leader. We conducted the
time 2 survey two weeks later. In the second survey, 131
leaders who had participated in the time 1 survey were asked
to rate the performance of each sampled team member.

After excluding incomplete and unidentifiable question-
naires, the final sample consisted of 100 team leaders and
439 team members. Each team had an average of 4.39 team
members (standard deviation [SD] = 2.43). Among the 100
leaders, 31% were female. Leaders had an average age of
38.05 years old (SD = 7.14) and received an average of
14.96 years of education (SD = 2.58). In addition, among the
439 team members, 50% were female. Their average age was
32.18 years old (SD = 7.56).

Measures

A Chinese version of measures was administered, following
Brislin’s (1980) recommended translation and back-
translation procedures.

Leader PNS PNSwasmeasured by the 11-item scale suggested
by Neuberg and Newsom (1993). Previous research has vali-
dated that this scale can distinguish individuals with different
levels of information-processing motivation (Moskowitz
1993; Thompson et al. 2001; Van Kleef et al. 2009) and pro-
vides evidence that the scale is a reliable measure of PNS
(Neuberg and Newsom 1993). A sample item was “I become
uncomfortable when the rules in a situation are not clear” (1 =
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; Cronbach’s
alpha = .70).

Activated Team FaultlinesWe adopted Jehn and Bezrukova’s
(2010) 4-item scale to measure activated team faultlines. The
scale was originally focused on race diversity. We modified
the items to refer to a general perception of whether subgroups
are salient within a team. A sample item featured “My team
cracked into smaller cliques based on divergence of how to
see the world” (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree;
Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Each member’s response was then
aggregated to the team level. The inter-rater agreement value

(Rwg) and intraclass correlation coefficients, ICC(1) and
ICC(2), are .88, .09, and .29, respectively. These aggregation
statistics suggest that overall there is a moderate level of agree-
ment among team members (Bliese 2000; LeBreton and
Senter 2008).

Average Team Member Performance Leaders provided indi-
vidual performance ratings for each sampled team member by
using a 5-item general performance scale (Janssen and Van
Yperen 2004). A sample item was “This team member fulfills
all responsibilities required by his/her job” (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree; Cronbach’s alpha = .71).
Likewise, individual performances were averaged and then
aggregated to the team level. The Rwg, ICC(1), and ICC(2)
values are .95, .18, and .50, respectively. These results provide
sufficient support for the appropriateness of the aggregation
(Bliese 2000; LeBreton and Senter 2008).

Control Variables Several variables were included as control
variables.We controlled for leader age, leader education, team
size, team gender composition, as well as team average age
because studies have theorized and found empirical evidence
that these demographic variables and team variables can sig-
nificantly affect faultline formations and performance ratings
(Jehn and Bezrukova 2010; Lau andMurnighan 2005; Ng and
Feldman 2009).

Analytical Strategy

All variables in the research model were operationalized at the
team level. We tested our hypotheses using the SPSS
PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2013), which em-
ploys a bootstrapping procedure (with 5000 iterations) to
determine the 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CIs)
for the conditional indirect effect (Preacher and Hayes 2008;
Shrout and Bolger 2002). Multicollinearity among predictors
was minimized by grand-mean centering the independent var-
iable (except for leader gender) prior to creating the interaction
term (Aiken and West 1991). Gender was dummy-coded as 0
for “female” and 1 for “male”. To estimate meaningful inter-
cept values for the simple slope plots, all control variables
were grand-mean centered in the analysis.

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

To ensure that the main constructs involved in the present
study except leader gender are distinct from one another,
we used Mplus 7.0 (Muthén and Muthén 2012) to conduct
a series of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We
reported each model's chi-square value (χ2), degrees of
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freedom (df), root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis in-
dex (TLI), and standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR). The CFA results are presented in Table 1. As
shown, the three-factor model, where all variables are in-
dependent, demonstrates good fit (χ2 = 271.96, df = 167,
RMSEA = .04, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, SRMR = .07). These
fit indices are statistically superior to those of alternative
models (Δχ2 = 182.41 and 654.78, respectively, p < .01),
thus supporting construct distinctiveness of these
variables.

Hypothesis Testing

The means, SDs, intercorrelations, and internal consistencies
of study variables are presented in Table 2. Hypothesis 1
posits that leader gender moderates the negative effect of lead-
er PNS on activated team faultlines, such that the negative
effect is stronger when the leader is a woman rather than a
man. To test this hypothesis, leader PNS, leader gender, the
interaction term, and all aforementioned control variables
were entered into the model. As shown in Model 3 (see
Table 3), the interaction term is significant in predicting acti-
vated team faultlines (B = .77, p < .01). We plotted the inter-
active effect in Fig. 1. A simple slope test (see Table 4) reveals
that leader PNS is negatively related to activated team
faultlines when the leader is a woman (simple slope = −.62,
95% bootstrapped CI = [−1.09, −.15]) but not when the leader
is a man (simple slope = .14, 95% bootstrapped CI = [−.17,
.46]). Thus, Hypotheses 1 is supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicts that leader PNS and leader gender
interact to affect average team member performance via
activated team faultlines, such that the indirect effect of
leader PNS on average team member performance via de-
creased activated team faultlines is stronger for female
leaders than for male leaders. All predictors and control
variables were entered in the analysis. In addition to the
significant interactive effect between leader PNS and lead-
er gender on activated team faultlines which was reported
above, there exists a negative relationship between activat-
ed team faultlines and average team member performance
(B = −.22, p < .01; see Model 7 in Table 3). We then
adopted the SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013) to test
the conditional indirect effect. Results from bootstrapping
analysis (with 5000 iterations; see Table 4) reveal a signif-
icant conditional indirect effect (index of moderated
mediation = −.16, 95% bootstrapped CI = [−.45, −.03]).
Specifically, leader PNS has a positive indirect effect on
average team member performance via decreased activated
team faultlines when the leader is a woman (indirect effect-
= .13, 95% bootstrapped CI = [.02, .35]). In contrast, the
indirect effect is non-significant when the leader is a man

(indirect effect = −.03, 95% bootstrapped CI = [−.14, .02]).
Altogether, these results provide support for Hypothesis 2.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study is to investigate the aug-
mentation effect of female leaders who are high in PNS on
team performance. Based on role congruity theory, previ-
ous literature contends that female leaders are generally
viewed unfavorably in leadership positions and suggests
that female leaders should act in congruence with their
gender stereotypical role in order to avoid unpleasant eval-
uations from their subordinates. However, recent research
has also provided evidence that women can be evaluated
more favorably than men in certain situations by acting in a
counter-stereotypical way (e.g., Anderson et al. 2006). To
reconcile the inconsistency in literature, our study exam-
ines the positively deviant effect of female leaders on team
performance when they demonstrate an agentic character-
istic, PNS. In the following sections, we discuss the impli-
cations, limitations, and future research avenues associated
with our current findings.

Theoretical Implications

Our paper offers several theoretical contributions. First,
our paper contributes to the leadership and gender research
by suggesting that Kelley’s attribution principles (Kelley
1972) can be used to explain the positively deviant effect
of female leaders on team performance. Similar to Wang
et al.’s (2013) findings, our results show that the positively
deviant effect indeed occurs when leaders show favorable
characteristics that are incongruent with their gender ste-
reotypes. In particular, we found that the positively deviant
effect can also exist for female leaders, which differs from
Wang et al.’s (2013) findings as they only found this effect
for male leaders. Our findings are particularly meaningful
because compared to male leaders, female leaders are
prone to receiving more unfavorable evaluations when
they demonstrate behaviors against their gender stereotype
(Eagly and Karau 2002). However, our results show that
work teams can also benefit from having female leaders
who demonstrate non-gender-stereotypical behaviors.
Specifically, our study is the first of its kind to examine
the positively deviant effect for female leaders who are
high in PNS and demonstrates that this effect can positive-
ly influence team performance.

Second, we explicitly investigate the underlying mecha-
nism to which female leaders who are high in PNS enhance
team performance. We contend that team members are likely
to perceive fewer faultlines when the PNS characteristic is
embodied by female leaders than by male leaders. Jehn and
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Bezrukova (2010) suggested that faultlines are perception-
based. We concur with them and advance the existing
faultlines literature by proposing that leader gender is a critical
contingent factor that affects team members’ perceptions of
faultlines within their team. Specifically, when female leaders
exhibit PNS qualities that are against the female stereotype,
teammembers are likely to give more credits to their efforts of
creating a structured and ordered environment. Hence, they
are likely to perceive fewer faultlines within the team and
achieve higher performances.

Third, our paper contributes to gender-stereotype and or-
ganizational research by integrating leader- and gender-role
comparisons with team research. Team functioning is largely
dependent on teammembers collaborating with one another to
achieve common goals (Grijalva et al. 2020). Perceptions of
faultlines within the team engender subgroups and hinder col-
laboration among team members. By adopting an
interactionist perspective to reveal how female leaders who
are high in PNS stimulate team performance, we uncover the
team process to which the positively deviant effect translates

into enhanced team outcome. Also, while research on gender-
and leader-role comparisons has generally been conducted in
laboratory settings from a social-psychological perspective
(e.g., Akinola et al. 2018), we extend the literature by exam-
ining the consequences of leader- and gender-role compari-
sons in a team setting by using field data.

Practical Implications

Findings of our study have some takeaways for practitioners.
Traditional views of female leadership posit that women are
disadvantaged in leadership positions because they are often-
times seen as less competent (Eagly and Karau 2002). One
way to rectify this bias, as suggested by role congruity theory,
is for female leaders to engage in communal behaviors that
meet others’ expectations of female leadership. While this
conclusion may be true to some extent, recent findings have
found that female leaders’ non-stereotypical behaviors may
elicit more favorable evaluations. Our study indicates that
the positively deviant effect may also exist for female leaders.

Table 1 Comparison of Measurement Models

Models χ2 (df) Δχ2 (df)a RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

Three-factor model (leader PNS, activated team faultlines, and average
team member performance are independent)

271.96 (167) – .04 .93 .92 .07

Alternative 2-factor model (leader PNS and activated team faultlines combined) 454.37 (169) 182.41** (2) .06 .80 .78 .12

Alternative 2-factor model (activated team faultlines and average
team member performance combined)

926.74 (169) 654.78** (2) .09 .47 .41 .15

Note. PNS = personal need for structure; χ2 = chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; CFI = compar-
ative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; SRMR= standardized root mean square residual
a All models are compared with the 3-factor model. Due to poor fit, the alternative 2-factor model in which leader PNS and average team member
performance are combined and the alternative 1-factor model in which leader PNS, activated team faultlines, and average teammember performance are
combined did not converge
* p < .05, ** p < .01

Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, Intercorrelations, and Internal Consistencies

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Leader PNS 4.74 0.72 (.70)

2. Activated team faultlines 3.45 0.92 −.04 (.92)

3. Average team member performance 5.34 0.69 .06 −.32** (.71)

4. Leader gender 0.69 0.46 −.22* .02 −.12 –

5. Leader age 38.05 7.14 .20* .12 −.16 .06 –

6. Leader years of education 14.96 2.58 −.06 .03 −.09 .13 −.21* –

7. Team size 4.39 2.43 .03 .09 −.00 −.01 −.01 .00 –

8. Team gender composition 0.50 0.34 .06 .05 −.16 .32** .01 .01 −.13 –

9. Team average age 32.18 7.56 .06 −.02 .06 .09 .30** −.07 .12 −.02 –

Note. N = 100 teams. SD = standard deviation. PNS = personal need for structure. Gender: 0 = “female”; 1 = “male”. Cronbach’s alphas are presented
along the diagonal
* p < .05, ** p < .01

7963



Curr Psychol (2022) 41:7957–7967

Consequently, female leaders can focus on engendering a
structured and ordered environment in order to effectively
reduce members’ perceptions of faultlines within the team
and enhance team performance. Our findings demonstrate that
female leaders can take advantage of, rather than suffer from,
gender-role expectations.

Our research also has several implications for organi-
zations. We encourage organizations to incorporate PNS
into their personality assessment for leadership, especially
for female candidates. As shown in our results, female
leaders who are high in PNS can elevate their members’
performance, suggesting that PNS is an effective leader-
ship characteristic for female leaders. Because PNS is rel-
atively stable, assessing female candidates’ PNS levels
during leadership recruitment and promotion can supple-
ment subsequent leadership trainings which tend to mate-
rialize over a longer period. In addition, our findings sug-
gest that organizations can consider appointing female
leaders who are high in PNS to more diversified teams
to allow team members to perceive fewer faultlines within
the team. As such, the positively deviant effect of female
leadership would be maximized. Furthermore, organiza-
tions should educate and inform female leaders of their
potential positive leadership influences. Organizations can
encourage female leaders to show positive agentic char-
acteristics (e.g., PNS, charisma, intelligence, and confi-
dence) as they can help female leaders establish a stronger

leadership presence, and more importantly, engender a
positively deviant effect of facilitating effective team
functioning.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future
Research

Although our study adopted a rigorous multi-source, time-
lagged study, our paper still has some limitations. The first
limitation is related to our measurement of average teammem-
ber performance, which was rated by team leaders and aggre-
gated from each team member’s job performance. Although
this method has been adopted in previous studies (e.g., Aryee

Table 3 Estimated Coefficients of the Mediated Moderation Model

Variables Activated team faultlines Average team member performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Step 1

Leader age .02 (.01) .02 (.01) .02 (.01) −.02 (.01) −.02 (.01) −.02* (.01) −.02 (.01)

Leader years of education .02 (.04) .02 (.04) .01 (.04) −.03 (.03) −.03 (.03) −.03 (.03) −.03 (.03)

Team size .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .05 (.04) −.02 (.03) −.02 (.03) −.03 (.03) −.02 (.03)

Team gender composition .16 (.27) .19 (.30) .27 (.29) −.31 (.20) −.27 (.22) −.29 (.22) −.23 (.21)

Team average age .00 (.01) .00 (.01) .00 (.01) .01 (.00) .01 (.00) .01 (.01) .01 (.00)

Step 2

Leader PNS −.09 (.14) −.09 (.13) .10 (.10) .10 (.10) .08 (.10)

Leader gender −.05 (.22) −.16 (.22) −.10 (.16) −.08 (.17) −.11(.16)
Step 3

Leader PNS × Leader gender .77** (.28) −.20 (.21) −.03 (.21)

Step 4

Activated team faultlines −.22** (.08)
R2 .03 .04 .11 .08 .09 .10 .18

△R2 – .01 .07** – .01 .01 .08**

Note.N = 100 teams. PNS = personal need for structure. Gender: 0 = “female”; 1 = “male”. Unstandardized coefficient estimates with standard errors are
reported
* p < .05, ** p < .01
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Fig. 1 The interactive effect of leader personal need for structure (PNS)
and leader gender on activated team faultlines
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et al. 2012), it nevertheless does not measure team perfor-
mance directly. We recommend future research to measure
team performance by asking team leaders to directly assess
how well the team accomplishes its goals (Zellmer-Bruhn and
Gibson 2006) or obtain an objective measurement of team
performance (Owens and Hekman 2016).

In addition, our study was conducted in real estate compa-
nies in which there seems to be no gender favorability or
dominance related to occupations within this industry.
However, certain occupations are more likely to be male-
dominant (e.g., software programmers) or female-dominant
(e.g., nurses). These work settings may make Kelley’s attribu-
tion principles (i.e., augmentation and discounting) more sa-
lient and exacerbate the effects of leader- and gender-role
comparisons. Therefore, we recommend interested re-
searchers to interrogate our theoretical rationales in other work
settings to gain wider knowledge about the generalizability of
our findings.

Furthermore, more efforts should be invested in gender-
bias and gender-stereotype research. We only examined the
positively deviant effect of female leaders with specific refer-
ence to one agentic characteristic (i.e., PNS). Other agentic
characteristics such as charisma, intelligence, and confidence
are generally regarded as effective leadership characteristics
(e.g., Conger et al. 2000). Hence, we speculate that a positive-
ly deviant effect may also exist for female leaders when they
demonstrate these characteristics. On the other hand, we en-
courage future studies to examine the negatively deviant effect
that may be present when female leaders demonstrate unfa-
vorable agentic characteristics. For instance, following the
tenets of role congruity theory, team members may dislike
and oppose female leaders even more when they are bold
and short-tempered as compared to when male leaders show
these characteristics. Altogether, we advise future research to
examine both the positively and negatively deviant effects of
female leaders on their team’s outcomes in order to gain more
comprehensive understanding of their leadership influences
with respect to gender stereotypes and leader- and gender-
role comparisons.

Conclusion

Our study provides empirical evidence for the positively de-
viant effect of female leaders who have high levels of PNS on
team performance. Specifically, we found that female leaders
who are high in PNS exerts a stronger, positive influence on
average team member performance via decreased activated
team faultlines than male leaders who are high in PNS. Our
findings support the notion that Kelley’s attribution principles
(Kelley 1972) can supplement role congruity theory (Eagly
and Karau 2002) to explain the consequences of gender- and
leader-role comparisons, especially when female leaders dem-
onstrate characteristics that are not congruent with their gen-
der stereotype. Our findings advise women to take advantage
of the gender stereotype that team members may hold toward
them by demonstrating positive agentic characteristics such as
PNS.

Data Availability The data used in this study can be obtained upon re-
quest to the corresponding author.
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