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Summary

Recent academic research has proliferated around the construct of humble leader-

ship. Humble leadership involves having an accurate view of oneself, recognizing the

contributions of followers, and modeling teachability. Given the growing interest in

this construct, we provide a review of the humble leadership literature. First, we clar-

ify how humble leadership has been defined and measured in the current literature

and discuss how it compares to moral-based leadership approaches. Second, we

review the extant literature by examining humble leadership's theoretical and nomo-

logical network, highlighting the antecedents, outcomes, moderators, and mediators.

Third, we provide an overview of key methodological strengths and weaknesses.

Finally, we conclude by drawing upon our review of the literature to present direc-

tions for future research that will advance the understanding of humble leadership. In

sum, our review highlights the key elements and findings of where humble leadership

has been and indicates ways to drive this literature forward.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Recent news is full of stories about leaders who are arrogant, over-

confident, and narcissistic (e.g., Kaplan, 2021; Mangan, 2018;

McGee, 2017). They often ignore feedback from others and show a

lack of empathy (Maccoby, 2004). These leaders have been at the

forefront of acquisition mistakes, cover-ups, and accounting scandals.

Because of these adverse effects, the idea of humble leadership has

been gaining interest and popularity among both academics (e.g., Ou

et al., 2014; Owens & Hekman, 2012) and practitioners

(e.g., Cable, 2018; Collins, 2001a, 2001b; Taylor, 2018). Humble lead-

ership1 involves viewing oneself accurately, providing an appreciation

of others' strengths and contributions and modeling teachability

(Owens et al., 2013; Owens & Hekman, 2012). Although scholars (and

philosophers) have discussed the idea of humility for many years

(Greenberg, 2005; Tangney, 2000), there has recently been a rapid

increase in the number of humble leadership articles published.

Because the humble leadership literature has proliferated in

recent years, it is essential to review what is currently known about

humble leadership and highlight steps that researchers can take to

increase our knowledge of this important construct. We seek to help

increase knowledge about this rapidly growing leadership behavior

through four primary contributions. First, we outline the origins of

humility in organizations, focusing on how humble leadership has

been defined and measured in the extant literature. We also note how

humble leadership compares to other moral-oriented approaches to

leadership. Second, we provide a review of the existing literature on

humble leadership by reviewing adopted theories, antecedents, out-

comes, mediators, and moderators of humble leadership. Third, draw-

ing on the articles in our review, we offer an assessment of the

methodological approaches used to study humble leadership, noting

strengths and weaknesses. Finally, based on our review and assess-

ment of the humble leadership literature, we outline recommenda-

tions for future inquiry.
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In sum, our review focuses on four questions:

1. What is humble leadership, and how is it understood and defined

within the leadership literature?

2. What do we know about humble leadership based on prior

research?

3. What are the methodological strengthens and weaknesses of the

current humble leadership literature?

4. What are the next steps for future humble leadership research?

1.1 | Review process

To provide a detailed synthesis of the current humble leadership liter-

ature, we first used Web of Science to search the contemporary liter-

ature. We included the following keywords: “humble leader*,”
“leader* humility,” “leader expressed humility,” and “CEO humility.”
Our search examined the abstracts, titles, and keywords of articles.

One member of the author team then reviewed the articles and

excluded articles that were not empirical, unrelated to the topic, or

not in English. We ended up with 115 articles for our review.

2 | HUMILITY AND HUMBLE LEADERSHIP

2.1 | Humility

The term humility derives from the Latin word humilitas, which can be

translated to mean “grounded” or “from the earth.” The dialog and

examination of humility have a long history as it is deeply rooted in

many religious and philosophical ideologies. For example, over

1500 years ago, Aristotle reasoned about humility and considered it a

weak virtue (Greenberg, 2005). Centuries later, Kant contrasted this

perspective and recognized humility as an important virtue that allows

individuals to have a proper perspective of themselves

(Greenberg, 2005). In line with Kant's perspective, many modern

scholars have noted the virtue of humility and consider that it has

value and positive aspects and is not simply the absence of negative

traits such as pride, arrogance, or narcissism (Argandona, 2015; Davis

et al., 2010; Tangney, 2005). Scholarly research highlights that humil-

ity includes accurate self-appraisal (Davis et al., 2010; Jeung &

Yoon, 2016; Morris et al., 2005; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and a

willingness to admit mistakes (Tangney, 2000). Further, individuals

who exhibit humility are often receptive to new ideas and feedback

(Exline & Geyer, 2004; Jeung & Yoon, 2016; Tangney, 2005), value

the different ways people and things contribute to our world

(Argandona, 2015), and have a sense of transcendence (Morris

et al., 2005; Tangney, 2000).

In the last several decades, organizational scholars specifically

have increased their study and interest in humility and its effects on

organizational outcomes (for a review, see Nielsen & Marrone, 2018).

Prior research has found that humility positively relates to helpful-

ness (LaBouff et al., 2012), generosity (Exline & Hill, 2012), and

forgiveness (Exline et al., 2008; Powers et al., 2007). It is also associ-

ated with better social relationships (Davis et al., 2013; Peters

et al., 2011), can increase positive emotions (Exline, 2012), and a

wide array of other positive outcomes (Nielsen & Marrone, 2018). In

general, prior research general finds that humility results in beneficial

outcomes.

2.2 | Humble leadership

2.2.1 | Qualitatively defining humble leadership

One subset of the organizational humility literature focuses specifi-

cally on leaders. In the last 15 years, empirical work on humble lead-

ership research has proliferated in large part to influential, grounded

theory studies. Several studies have adopted inductive methods,

drawing on humility research to specifically define the core elements

of humility in relation to leaders. The first of these was done by

Owens and Hekman (2012), who used grounded theory to unpack

how the concept of humility might be applied to leadership. Through

their research, three dimensions of humble leadership emerged:

(1) willingness to see oneself accurately, (2) appreciation of others'

strengths and contributions, and (3) teachability. Next, Ou et al. (2014)

used an inductive approach alongside the self-experience framework

(Baumeister, 1998) to define leader humility better and understand

its role among CEOs. Using this framework, they proposed six char-

acteristics of humble chief executive officers (CEOs): (1) a self-view

of accepting that something is greater than the self, (2) self-aware-

ness, (3) openness to feedback, (4) appreciation of others, (5) low

self-focus, and (6) self-transcendent pursuit. Finally, Oc et al. (2015)

identified nine dimensions of humble leadership through qualitative

interviews: (1) having an accurate view of self, (2) recognizing fol-

lower strengths and achievements, (3) modeling teachability and

being correctable, (4) leading by example, (5) showing modesty,

(6) working together for the collective good, (7) empathy and

approachability, (8) showing mutual respect and fairness, and (9) men-

toring and coaching. Though these three articles identified some dif-

ferences in the dimensions of humble leadership, core similarities

remain across the studies. Most importantly, all three noted the key

dimensions of an accurate self-view/self-awareness, teachability/

openness to feedback, and appreciation for others. This triangulation

of qualitative studies suggests that these three elements form the

core of humble leadership.

2.2.2 | Empirically measuring humble leadership

Regarding empirically operationalizing the construct of humble leader-

ship, two main articles, namely, Owens et al. (2013) and Ou

et al. (2014), developed valid, reliable, and broadly used scales of hum-

ble leadership. The most common humble leadership scale measure is

Owens et al., 2013, used by over three-fourths of the articles that

relied on a scale measure of humble leadership. This nine-item scale
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includes the three core dimensions of humble leadership (willingness

to view oneself accurately, a displayed appreciation of others'

strengths and contributions, and teachability).

Building upon this scale, Ou et al. (2014) used the nine items from

Owens et al.'s (2013) scale and added 12 questions (for a total of

23 items). In their 12 additional items, they added three facets: (1) low

self-focus, (2) self-transcendent pursuit, and (3) transcendent self-con-

cept. This scale was the second most used scale in our review. Like

Owens et al.'s (2013) scale, this scale has hitherto only been used to

measure humble leadership as a single-order construct.2 Although

some other studies in our review used different scales (e.g., Ashford

et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2018; Rego & Simpson, 2018), they were not

frequently used. Thus, the Owens et al. (2013) scale and the Ou

et al. (2014) scale have become the predominant scales in humble

leadership research. Both scales were adequately developed and

followed recommended scale development procedures (Hinkin, 1998),

and they both measure humble leadership's key dimensions. In addi-

tion, the Owens et al. (2013) scale has demonstrated reliability across

many different languages (e.g., Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, and

English) and countries (e.g., the United States, China, Singapore,

South Korea, Pakistan, India, and Vietnam).

One potential limitation of these measurements is that both are

other-rated scales. However, the alternative option, self-rated scales,

can pose a different problem because non-humble leaders may not

accurately assess their own humility (Owens et al., 2013). Indeed, one

of the dimensions of humble leadership is having an accurate self-

appraisal (Ou et al., 2014; Owens et al., 2013), so leaders low in accu-

rate self-appraisal might not accurately self-rate themselves on such a

measure. As such, future research might attempt to measure humble

leadership using an implicit association test (IAT; see Rowatt

et al., 2006 for an example of a humility IAT). However, based on the

work of Oc et al. (2015), these IAT humble leadership scales may have

some deficiencies and may not fully capture all aspects of humble

leadership. Scale development efforts that examine the effects of

including items that capture these other elements of humble leader-

ship may also be beneficial. Neither the Owens et al. (2013) nor the

Ou et al. (2014) scale is without fault; however, the general uniformity

of the implemented scales in the humble leadership literature is a con-

siderable advantage, especially when compared to sister disciplines

that have seen excessive scale generation and usage (e.g., servant

leadership; Eva et al., 2019).

2.3 | Comparison of humble leadership to moral-
oriented leadership behaviors

Another concern with the humble leadership construct is its dis-

criminant validity from other related leadership constructs such as

authentic leadership, servant leadership, and transformational lead-

ership. However, Owens et al. (2011) reported that humble leader-

ship is empirically distinct from transformational, charismatic,

authentic, and servant leadership (Owens, 2009). We propose that

humble leadership be added to the framework of moral-oriented

leadership approaches (authentic, servant, ethical; Lemoine

et al., 2019), given its theoretical overlap and similarities to these

leadership views. Importantly, scholars have noted that although

there is overlap among the different moral-oriented leadership

styles, each is still unique from the others (Lemoine et al., 2019).

Likewise, humble leadership does overlap with moral leadership

approaches but still maintains a unique type of moral leadership.

While prior research has documented the unique nature of humble

leadership from some of these constructs (see Owens &

Hekman, 2012; Rego et al., 2017), we summarize humble leader-

ships' conceptual overlap and distinction with authentic, servant,

and ethical leadership below.

2.3.1 | Authentic leadership

Authentic leadership is the moral leadership style most conceptually

similar to humble leadership. Authentic leadership focuses on leaders

having high levels of internal alignment between their beliefs and

actions and then displaying transparency when interacting with others

(Avolio et al., 2004; Lemoine et al., 2019). Both humble leadership and

authentic leadership focus on a leader's self-awareness (Lemoine

et al., 2019; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Owens & Hekman, 2012). Also,

both concentrate on modeling their respective leadership behaviors

to followers (Lemoine et al., 2019; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Owens &

Hekman, 2012). However, authenticity in and of itself may not sug-

gest humility at all. In their qualitative work, Owens and

Hekman (2012) specifically explored the relationship between authen-

ticity and humility in leaders and found instances of “authentically
arrogant” leaders. Indeed, from a theoretical perspective, being an

authentic leader is about being true to oneself, and one may see

themselves as superior to others and reflect shallow levels of humility.

Along these lines, prior research suggests that authentic leadership is

likely most effective in the presence of humility and that these types

of leadership behaviors interact with one another (Diddams &

Chang, 2012). Humble leadership also focuses on leaders accurately

assessing their strengths and the strengths of followers (Owens

et al., 2013), where authentic leadership does not. When engaging

with followers, humble leaders seek to recognize both their own and

their followers' capabilities and limitations. Finally, humble leadership

often includes ideas of self-transcendence and the connection of one-

self to others (Ou et al., 2014) which is not part of authentic

leadership.

2.3.2 | Servant leadership

Servant leadership is another moral approach to leadership that shares

some similarities with humble leadership, but key differences exist.

Servant leaders conceive of themselves as servants first and leaders

second. Indeed, the focus of servant leadership is “the development

of followers as an end, in and of itself, not merely a means to reach

the leader's or the organization's goals” (Ehrhart, 2004, p. 69). Humble
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leadership involves an appreciation of others and recognition of the

strengths and contributions of followers (Ou et al., 2014; Owens

et al., 2013), which likely fosters follower development. However, this

follower development is not the end target of humble leadership. In

addition, Owens and Hekman (2012) note an important difference

between humble leadership and servant leadership is that humble

leadership models the process of becoming whereas servant leader-

ship models serving others. Indeed, a core tenet of humble leadership

is modeling teachability, which includes modeling how followers

should perform their tasks and demonstrating the need to learn. In

contrast, servant leadership focuses on modeling how to serve others.

Another important distinction noted by Owens and Hekman (2012) is

that humble leadership legitimizes uncertainty more than servant

leadership does. Lastly, humble leadership also differs by including

self-awareness and recognizing one's strengths and weaknesses (Rego

et al., 2017).

2.3.3 | Ethical leadership

Finally, of all the moral leadership approaches, ethical leadership has

the least amount of theoretical overlap with humble leadership.

Although some ethical and humble leadership outcomes are similar,

ethical leadership is externally focused on maintaining compliance

with normative standards (Brown et al., 2005; Lemoine et al., 2019).

Common subdimensions of ethical leadership include (1) character

and integrity; (2) community/people-orientation; (3) motivating,

encouraging, and empowering; and (4) ethical awareness (Resick

et al., 2006). As mentioned above, common subdimensions of hum-

ble leadership are (1) accurate self-appraisal, (2) acknowledging fol-

lower strengths, and (3) modeling teachability (Ou et al., 2014;

Owens et al., 2013). Thus, humble leadership partially overlaps with

the “community/people-orientation” and the “motivating, encourag-

ing, and empowering” dimensions of ethical leadership. For example,

in certain circumstances, acknowledging followers' strengths could

be seen as motivating; however, not all motivating behaviors include

recognizing follower strengths (e.g., encouraging someone to

improve on a weakness). Somewhat analogously, the subdimensions

of “community/people-orientation” and “accurate self-appraisal”
could result in similar effects of either increasing other-orientation

(i.e., ethical leadership) or minimizing self-orientation (i.e., humble

leadership); however, the underlying mechanisms are fundamentally

distinct.

Moreover, the construct of humble leadership is not focused on

integrity and ethical awareness. While humble leadership behaviors

often lead to integrity and compliance with normative standards, this

is usually conceptualized as a byproduct instead of the impetus of

humble leadership. Indeed, research on humble leadership suggests

that it can, at times, result in unethical behavior (B et al., 2021). Thus,

while there is some overlap between humble leadership and ethical

leadership, they are still quite distinct.

3 | HUMBLE LEADERSHIP THEORIES AND
NOMOLOGICAL NET

3.1 | Theories utilized in humble leadership
research

In reviewing the humble leadership research, we follow the structure

of past reviews on leadership to facilitate comparison across domains

(e.g., servant leadership; Eva et al., 2019). Figure 1 summarizes the

study of humble leadership. Although humble leadership has been

investigated in many contexts, we briefly review several predominant

theories (see Table 1) within the humble leadership literature. These

include social information processing theory (Salancik &

Pfeffer, 1978), conservations of resource theory (Hobfoll, 1989),

social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986), and social exchange the-

ory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). We note that upper

echelons theory (Ashford et al., 2018; Ou et al., 2018; Ren

et al., 2020) and paradox theory (Ou et al., 2018; Owens et al., 2015;

Wang, et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2017) received attention in humble

leadership literature; however, because they were less common, we

do not elaborate on the use of those theories here.

The most common theory to explore humble leadership is social

information processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). The central

tenet of this theory is that the internalization of social information

from other actors shapes behaviors and attitudes. In the context of

humble leadership, Wang, Owens, et al. (2018) aptly note that “the
social cues provided by the leader in displaying humility reflect salient

and relevant information that helps followers interpret the meaning of

their environments and shapes their social construction of the work-

place” (p. 1021). Several scholars have social information processing

theory as a vehicle to understand humble leadership (e.g., Naseer

et al., 2020; Wang, Owens, et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2019). For example,

Chiu et al. (2016) use this theory to demonstrate that humble leader-

ship affects team member engagement in shared leadership. Similarly,

Ou et al. (2014) posit that a humble CEO's influence is a mechanism

that influences followers' attitudes and behaviors, and they report that

CEO humility positively affects empowerment leadership behaviors

and, subsequently, top management team (TMT) integration. Indeed,

social information processing theory has proved to be a helpful lens to

explain followers' cognitive responses to humble leadership.

Scholars have also consistently drawn upon the conservation of

resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 1998) to investigate humble leader-

ship. This framework has been frequently adopted in leadership

(e.g., Xu et al., 2015) and organizational literature (e.g., Halbesleben

et al., 2009) and seeks to describe the efforts to maintain current

resources and pursue additional resources. Ali, Zhang, et al. (2020)

opine that humility is a valuable personal resource to facilitate cooper-

ation and coordination. By applying the underlying logic of conserva-

tion of resources theory, Ma et al. (2019) find that humble leaders act

as energizers that increase followers' relational energy and conse-

quently give rise to followers' constructive voice behavior.
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Interestingly, Yang, Zhou, et al. (2019b) used this theory to examine

the effect that humility has on the leader themselves and found that

expressed humility served as a vehicle of leader emotional exhaustion

(i.e., depleting a resource), leading to adverse downstream effects as

turnover and work–family tension.

Another frequently employed theoretical lens is that of social

learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986). Social learning theory is con-

cerned with both the positive and negative consequences that shape

learning in an “anticipatory manner” (Brown et al., 2005, p. 120; see

Bandura, 1986). In the humble leadership literature, this perspective

has been primarily used to explain the contagion effect of humble

leadership. For example, Ashford et al. (2018) use this theory to argue

that CEO feedback-seeking behavior—a core component of humble

leadership—fuels other TMT members to exhibit more humility. Con-

sistent with this rationale, similar studies have used social learning

theory to demonstrate that leader humility positively influences team

humility and that skip-level leader humility has a trickle-down effect

on team leaders (Peng et al., 2020; Ye et al., 2020).

Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) explores how “relationships
evolve over time into trusting, loyal, and mutual commitments” due to

“certain ‘rules’ of exchange” (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005, p. 875).

This paradigm is especially salient for humble leadership studies

because it explains the role that the displays of humility play in reci-

procity between leaders and followers. For example, Wang et al. (2019)

empirically demonstrate that humble leaders elicit a sense of reciproc-

ity from their subordinates, decreasing supervisors' counterproductive

work behaviors (CWBs). Rego et al. (2017) also use this framework to

highlight how humble leaders can develop stronger social bonds with

team members due to their humility. Scholars have also found that

employees engage in voice behavior more frequently when paired

with a humble leader (e.g., Li et al., 2018). Thus, social exchange the-

ory has been crucial in explaining how humble leadership spurs posi-

tive behavioral responses from followers.

From these four theoretical frameworks (i.e., social information

processing, conservation of resources, social learning, and social

exchange), in addition to analogous perspectives in the literature

(e.g., social identity theory, signaling theory, role theory, and theory of

personality strength), we can see that a common approach to humble

leadership is to explore how humble leaders present or signal a healthy

environment for organizations, teams, and individual followers. As all

leaders should, humble leaders emanate virtuous traits and behaviors,

which causes a ripple effect for colleagues and followers.

F IGURE 1 An overview of humble leadership

TABLE 1 Common theoretical perspectives

Common theoretical perspectives used to study humble leadership

Theory Number of studies

Social information processing theory 17

Conservation of resources theory 11

Social learning theory 9

Social exchange theory 6

Upper echelons theory 4

Paradox theory 4

206 KELEMEN ET AL.
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3.2 | Antecedents of humble leadership

Few studies have sought to understand the antecedents or causes of

humble leadership, but those that have considered its origins have

highlighted both within-person factors that influence humble leader-

ship and factors that increase observer attributions of humble leader-

ship. Wang, Owens, et al. (2018) focused on the leaders themselves

and found that two individual differences, growth mindset and rela-

tional identity (i.e., motivation and concern for connecting with

others), positively relate to humble leadership. From an observer's

perspective, prior research demonstrates that follower ratings of hum-

ble leadership increase when leaders ask questions (Cojuharenco &

Karelaia, 2020). Relatedly, Deng et al. (2019) found that dynamic work

environments augment leaders' feedback-seeking behavior, which

increases humble leadership.

Interestingly, a leader's likelihood to engage in humble leadership

appears to be intertwined in their relationships with others. For exam-

ple, Yang, Zhang, et al. (2019) found evidence that leader attributions

about followers may influence humility; specifically, when leaders per-

ceive that a follower is more competent, they are more likely to

engage in humble leadership. In contrast, Peng et al. (2020) took a

top-down approach and found a trickledown effect of humble leader-

ship, showing that a higher-level leader's humble leadership is posi-

tively related to lower-level leaders' humble leadership. Thus, humble

leadership influences both a leader's relationships upward and down-

ward in the organization.

3.3 | Outcomes of humble leadership

Prior research has primarily focused on the consequences of humble

leadership. The effects of humble leadership have been studied at

multiple levels of analysis (i.e., individual, team, and organizations).

Although some studies have highlighted the adverse impacts of hum-

ble leadership (e.g., Qin et al., 2020; Yang, Zhang, et al., 2019;

Zapata & Hayes-Jones, 2019), for the most part, the effects are posi-

tive. We review the outcomes by (a) behavioral outcomes,

(b) attitudinal outcomes, and (c) performance outcomes. Like Eva

et al. (2019), we summarize the effects of humble leadership based on

these differential outcomes in Table 2–4.

3.3.1 | Behavioral outcomes

Humble leadership benefits individual followers in several ways. Since

a critical component of humble leadership is listening to the ideas and

feedback of others (Owens et al., 2013), it is not surprising that hum-

ble leadership has been found to increase follower voice behaviors

(Bharanitharan et al., 2019; Jeung & Yoon, 2018; Li et al., 2018; Li, Li,

et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2019; Shaw & Mao, 2021; Zhou

et al., 2021). In fact, voice is one of the most studied follower out-

comes of humble leadership (see Table 2). Relatedly, followers take

their leader's example in feedback-seeking, and research has found

that humble leadership increases followers' own feedback-seeking

behaviors (Qian, Liu, & Chen, 2020). Humble leadership has also been

found to influence follower's personal initiative at work and increase

follower's proactive behavior (Chen et al., 2018; Chen, Liang,

et al., 2021), job crafting (Ding et al., 2020), taking charge (Zhang &

Liu, 2019), and adaptive selling behavior (Luu, 2020a). Further, humble

leadership negatively relates to inactive behaviors such as withdrawal

(Qian, Zhang, & Jiang, 2020) and turnover (Ou et al., 2017; Owens

et al., 2013).

Similar to moral-oriented leader behaviors, humble leadership has

been found to positively relate to employee organizational citizenship

behavior (OCB; Cho et al., 2021; Ding et al., 2020; Qian, Zhang, &

Jiang, 2020; Tuan et al., 2021), prosocial behavior (Carnevale

et al., 2019; Luu, 2021; Owens et al., 2019), and ethical behavior

(Naseer et al., 2019). It has also been found in some research to

reduce negative behaviors such as deviant behavior (Qin et al., 2020;

Qiuyun et al., 2020), CWBs (Wang et al., 2019), knowledge hiding

(Zhong et al., 2021), and unethical behavior (Owens et al., 2019). Pre-

vious research has also shown that leader–follower humility fit is

important when examining behavioral outcomes (Qin et al., 2021;

Shaw & Mao, 2021). And although the large majority of studies have

shown that humble had beneficial effects on followers some research

has shown that humble leadership can increase follower deviance by

increasing followers' psychological entitlement (Qin et al., 2020) and

sense of power (Qiuyun et al., 2020). Future research is needed to

explain these somewhat contradictory findings.

In addition to impacting followers, humble leadership can similarly

benefit teams and increase information flow (Swain, 2018). Finally,

humble leadership also influences a leader's own subsequent behav-

ior. While research in this area is small, evidence highlights a dual

effect of humble leadership for subsequent leader behavior; it has

been found to positively predict subsequent leader unethical (B

et al., 2021) and servant behaviors (Krumrei-Mancuso &

Rowatt, 2021).

3.3.2 | Attitudinal outcomes

Beyond behavioral outcomes, followers feel energized by humble

leadership (Luu, 2020b) and are more engaged (Ou et al., 2014;

Owens et al., 2013; Walters & Diab, 2016; Yuan et al., 2018), more

committed (Ou et al., 2014), more resilient (Zhu et al., 2019), and more

intent on helping (Cojuharenco & Karelaia, 2020) and sharing informa-

tion with others (Nguyen et al., 2020). It also increases trust

(Cojuharenco & Karelaia, 2020; Yang, Zhang, et al., 2019). Humble

leadership also makes employees feel good, and it positively relates to

follower affect, such as empathy (Naseer et al., 2020), felt authenticity

(Oc et al., 2020), gratitude (Naseer et al., 2020), satisfaction (Krumrei-

Mancuso & Rowatt, 2021; Owens et al., 2013), and emotions

(D'Errico, 2019; D'Errico, 2020). Relatedly, humble leadership also

enhances follower wellbeing (Luu, 2020b; Zhang & Song, 2020; Zhong

et al., 2019), including enhanced follower self-efficacy (Mao

et al., 2019), thriving (Ding & Chu, 2020), and meaningfulness
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(Luu, 2020b). For teams and organizations, humble leadership is also

beneficial and has been found to facilitate constructive team and

organizational elements such as psychological capital (Gonçalves &

Brand~ao, 2017; Rego et al., 2017), team helping norms (Chiu

et al., 2020), ethical culture (Cortes-Mejia et al., 2021), viability (Chiu

et al., 2020), and perceptions of team effectiveness (Rego &

Simpson, 2018).

In contrast to the overwhelmingly positive effects of humble lead-

ership for followers, teams, and organizations, prior literature reveals

mixed results regarding its impact on the leaders themselves. Yang,

Zhou, et al. (2019b) found that humble leadership can be exhausting

and positively relates to leader work–family conflict and turnover

intentions. Further, Zapata and Hayes-Jones (2019) found that hum-

ble leadership made leaders seem less agentic but more communal.

TABLE 2 Humble leadership and behavioral outcomes

Level Mediator Outcome Article

Leader - Servant leadership Krumrei-Mancuso and Rowatt (2021)

Leader Moral credits Unethical behavior B et al. (2021)

Follower Adaptive self-efficacy Adaptive selling behavior Luu (2020a)

Follower Customer knowledge Adaptive selling behavior Luu (2020a)

Follower Customer-oriented harmonious passion Adaptive selling behavior Luu (2020a)

Follower Interpersonal justice CWB towards supervisor Wang et al. (2019)

Follower Trust in supervisor CWB towards supervisor Wang, Zhang, et al. (2020)

Follower LMX Deviance Qin et al. (2020)

Follower Psychological entitlement Deviance Qin et al. (2020)

Follower Sense of power Deviance Qiuyun et al. (2020)

Follower Workplace spirituality Ethical behavior Naseer et al. (2020)

Follower Psychological safety Feedback-seeking behavior Qian, Liu, and Chen (2020)

Follower Identification with leader Helping behavior Carnevale et al. (2019)

Follower Demand reducing Knowledge collection/donation Luu (2021)

Follower Resource & Challenge seeking Knowledge collection/donation Luu (2021)

Follower Moqi Knowledge hiding Zhong et al. (2021)

Follower Empowerment OCB Cho et al. (2021)

Follower Job crafting OCB Ding et al. (2020); Tuan et al. (2021)

Follower Psychological capital OCB Qian, Zhang, and Jiang (2020)

Follower Strengths use; job crafting OCB Ding et al. (2020)

Follower Sense of power Organizational deviance Qiuyun et al. (2020)

Follower Empowerment Proactive behavior Chen et al. (2018)

Follower Need satisfaction Proactive behavior Chen, Liang, et al. (2021)

Follower Moral self-efficacy Prosocial behavior Owens et al. (2019)

Follower Organization-based self-esteem Taking charge Zhang and Liu (2019)

Follower Moral self-efficacy Unethical behavior Owens et al. (2019)

Follower Affective attachment Voice Shaw and Mao (2021)

Follower Commitment/embeddedness Voice Zhou et al. (2021)

Follower Empowerment Voice Jeung and Yoon (2018); Lin et al. (2019);

Bharanitharan et al. (2019)

Follower Identification Voice Li et al. (2018)

Follower Perceived relational energy Voice Ma et al. (2019)

Follower Self-efficacy for voice Voice Bharanitharan et al. (2019)

Follower Voice-role conception Voice Li, Li, et al. (2019)

Follower Employee job satisfaction Voluntary turnover Ou et al. (2017); Owens et al. (2013)

Follower Psychological capital Withdrawal behavior Qian, Zhang, and Jiang (2020)

Team Liking for leader Information flow Swain (2018)

Team Psychological safety Information flow Swain (2018)

Note: Level denotes the level of analysis of the outcome variable.
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Although being communal helped improve perceptions of leader

effectiveness, being less agentic hurt perceptions of leader

effectiveness.

3.3.3 | Performance outcomes

Humble leadership has been found to positively relate to performance

across multiple levels of analysis, including followers (Ali, Li,

et al., 2020; Ali, Li, Durrani, et al., 2021; Ali, Li, Haider, et al., 2021; Ali,

Zhang, et al., 2020; Bahadur & Ali, 2021; Bin et al., 2020; Cho

et al., 2021; Diao et al., 2019; Kirkland et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021;

Mao et al., 2019; Wang, Owens, et al., 2018), teams (Chiu et al., 2016,

2020; Li et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2021; Owens & Hekman, 2016; Peng

et al., 2020; Rego et al., 2019; Wang, Li, et al., 2020), and organiza-

tions (Ashford et al., 2018; Ou et al., 2018; Petrenko et al., 2019; Ren

et al., 2020). Humble leadership also positively relates to innovation,

learning, and creativity for followers (Jiang et al., 2019; Lei

et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2017; Wang, Liu, et al., 2018a, 2018b; Yang,

Zhou, et al., 2019a; Ye et al., 2020; Zhou & Wu, 2018), teams (Chen,

Feng, et al., 2021; Chen, Liu, et al., 2021; Gonçalves & Brand~ao, 2017;

Hu et al., 2018; Li, Zhang, et al., 2019; Liu, Mao, et al., 2017), and orga-

nizations (Mallén et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2017). It is also positively

related to corporate social responsibility (e.g., CSR: Hong, 2020). And

TABLE 3 Humble leadership and attitudinal outcomes

Level Mediator Outcome Article

Leader Leader emotional expressions Leader effectiveness D'Errico (2019)

Leader Perceptions of leader characteristics Leader effectiveness Zapata and Hayes-Jones (2019)

Leader Emotional exhaustion Turnover intentions Yang, Zhou, et al. (2019b)

Leader Emotional exhaustion Work-to-family conflict Yang, Zhou, et al. (2019b)

Follower CEO empowering leadership; TMT integration;

empowering organizational climate

Commitment Ou et al. (2014)

Follower Perceived organizational support Creative process engagement Yuan et al. (2018)

Follower CEO empowering leadership; TMT integration;

empowering organizational climate

Engagement Ou et al. (2014)

Follower Leader power Engagement Sousa and van Dierendonck (2017)

Follower Org psychological safety Engagement Walters and Diab (2016)

Follower Team learning orientation Engagement Owens et al. (2013)

Follower Workplace spirituality Empathy Naseer et al. (2020)

Follower Vulnerability Felt authenticity Oc et al. (2020)

Follower Leader emotional expressions Follower emotions D'Errico (2019)

Follower Workplace spirituality Gratitude Naseer et al. (2020)

Follower - Helping intentions Cojuharenco and Karelaia (2020)

Follower Trust; engagement; OCB Knowledge sharing intentions Nguyen et al. (2020)

Follower - Leader satisfaction Krumrei-Mancuso and Rowatt (2021)

Follower Job crafting Meaningfulness of work Luu (2020b)

Follower Job crafting Need for recovery Luu (2020b)

Follower Job crafting Relational energy Luu (2020b)

Follower Perceived insider identity Resilience Zhu et al. (2019)

Follower Work-related promotion focus Resilience Zhu et al. (2019)

Follower - Trust Cojuharenco and Karelaia (2020); Yang,

Zhang, et al. (2019)

Follower Employee humility Well-being Zhong et al. (2020)

Follower Climate Work well-being Zhang and Song (2020)

Follower Psychological safety Work well-being Zhang and Song (2020)

Team Team humility; team psychological capital Team effectiveness Rego et al. (2017)

Team Balanced processing behaviors Perceived impact on team

effectiveness

Rego and Simpson (2018)

Team Tie density; helping norms Team viability Chiu et al. (2020)

Organization TMT decentralization Ethical culture Cortes-Mejia et al. (2021)

Note: Level denotes the level of analysis of the outcome variable.
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TABLE 4 Humble leadership and performance outcomes

Level Mediator Outcome Article

Follower Engagement Creativity Li et al. (2021)

Follower LMX Creativity Li et al. (2021)

Follower Perspective taking Creativity Wang et al. (2017)

Follower Psychological capital/safety Creativity Wang, Liu, et al. (2018a); Wang, Liu, et al. (2018b)

Follower Role modeling Creativity Lei et al. (2021)

Follower Team humility Creativity Ye et al. (2020)

Follower Knowledge exchange and combination Innovation Jiang et al. (2019)

Follower Core self-evaluation Innovative behavior Zhou and Wu (2018)

Follower Work engagement Innovative behavior Yang, Zhou, et al. (2019a)

Follower CEO empowering leadership; TMT integration;

empowering organizational climate

Performance Ou et al. (2014)

Follower Emotional exhaustion Performance Wang, Owens, et al. (2018)

Follower Empowerment Performance Ali, Zhang, et al. (2020); Cho et al. (2021)

Follower Harmonious passion Performance Diao et al. (2019)

Follower Psychological capital Performance Bin et al. (2020)

Follower Relational energy Performance Wang, Owens, et al. (2018)

Follower Self-esteem Performance Liu et al. (2021)

Follower Self-expansion; self-efficacy Performance Mao et al. (2019)

Follower Servant leadership; leader-salesperson relationship

quality; customer orientation

Performance Kirkland et al. (2021)

Follower Service climate Performance Bahadur and Ali (2021)

Follower Empowerment Project success Ali, Li, Haider, et al. (2021)

Follower Innovative work behavior Project success Ali, Zhang, et al. (2020);

Follower Team building Project success Ali, Li, et al. (2020)

Follower Goal clarity Project success Ali, Li, Durrani, et al. (2021)

Team Learning behaviors Creativity Chen, Liu, et al. (2021)

Team Psychological safety; psychological capital Creativity Gonçalves and Brand~ao (2017)

Team Team information sharing Creativity Hu et al. (2018)

Team Team job crafting Creativity Chen, Feng, et al. (2021)

Team Collective humility; collective promotion focus Performance Owens and Hekman (2016)

Team Creative efficacy; creativity Performance Wang, Li, et al. (2020)

Team Relationship conflict Performance Li et al. (2020)

Team Shared leadership Performance Chiu et al. (2016)

Team Team leader humility Performance Peng et al. (2020)

Team Team potency Performance Liu et al. (2021)

Team Team psychological capital; team task allocation Performance Rego et al. (2019)

Team Team voice climate Team innovation Liu, Mao, et al. (2017)

Team Team shared mental model Team learning Li, Zhang, et al. (2019)

Organization Tie density; helping norms Performance Chiu et al. (2020)

Organization - CSR Hong (2020)

Organization CEO's socialized charisma Innovation Zhang et al. (2017)

Organization Altruism Innovation Mallén et al. (2020)

Organization Actual EPS relative to analysts' expectations Performance Petrenko et al. (2019)

Organization TMT pay disparity; TMT integration; ambidextrous

strategic orientation

Performance Ou et al. (2018)

Organization TMT potency Performance Ashford et al. (2018)

Organization TMT transactive memory system Performance Ren et al. (2020)

Note: Level denotes the level of analysis of the outcome variable.
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as noted previously, humble leadership improves perceptions of per-

formance for the leaders themselves (Zapata & Hayes-Jones, 2019).

3.4 | Moderators in humble leadership

Our review highlighted several salient moderators in the study of

humble leadership (see Table 5). Unsurprisingly, many of these aimed

to capture attributes of the leaders' humility, such as the sincerity of

the leader (Ma et al., 2019), the authenticity of leader humility (Oc

et al., 2020), the strength of leader-expressed humility (also referred

to as consistency of leader-expressed humility; Rego et al., 2017), and

the honesty of the humility (Yang, Zhang, et al., 2019). Many other

moderators emphasized characteristics of the leaders as essential fac-

tors in the relationship between humble leadership and its outcomes.

Examples of these characteristics include leader narcissism (Zhang

et al., 2017), conscientiousness (Wang, Li, et al., 2020), competence

(Yuan et al., 2018), effectiveness (Chen, Liu, et al., 2021; Zhong et al.,

2019), gender (Swain & Korenman, 2018), and prototypicality

(Zhang & Liu, 2019). Other moderators focused on situational or orga-

nizational factors such as HR practices (Tuan et al., 2021), climate

(Zhang & Song, 2020), and follower or team characteristics (Chiu

et al., 2016; Zhong et al., 2021; Wang, Li, et al., 2020). In our review,

the modal moderator was leader political skill (Li et al., 2020; Wang

et al., 2019; Zhou &Wu, 2018). Not surprisingly, the effects of humble

leadership are influenced by leader characteristics and situational and

organizational factors. The clearest finding here is that humble leader-

ship is most effective when it is perceived as being sincere.

3.5 | Humble leadership as a moderator

Several studies have also employed humble leadership as a moderator

(e.g., Chen, 2018; Chen et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2020;

Yang, Zhang, et al., 2019). Table 6 summarizes these studies. A major-

ity of studies examined how humble leadership moderates the effects

of other leader actions or characteristics such as leader transparency

(Rego & Giustiniano, 2021), leader authority (Chiu & Hung, 2020),

leader perceived overqualification (Ma et al., 2020), leader trustwor-

thiness (Chiu & Hung, 2020), and leader narcissism (Chen, 2018;

Norouzinik et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2015). Generally, humble leader-

ship serves to enhance the positive effects of leader actions and char-

acteristics. Humble leadership was also used to moderate the effects

of organizational and team features such as organizational justice per-

ceptions (Abbas & Wu, 2021), team leader humility (Peng et al., 2020),

CSR (JWang, Zhang, et al., 2020), and informational faultlines (Yao

et al., 2021). Humble leadership generally served to enhance

the effects of these organizational and team features. Finally,

some research examined how humble leadership moderates the

effects of individual follower attributes such as emotional

resistance to change (Chen et al., 2019), followers' use of their

strengths (Ding & Chu, 2020), and creative process engagement

(Cheung et al., 2020).

3.6 | Nonsignificant results

An overwhelming majority of the studies reported all significant find-

ings, and this observation is consistent with other domains of leader-

ship studies (Eva et al., 2019). This finding is anticipated, primarily

when leader humility is the focal antecedent (e.g., Jiang et al., 2019;

Wang, Owens, et al., 2018). However, several studies reported nonsig-

nificant results (e.g., Ashford et al., 2018; Li et al., 2018; Yang, Zhang,

et al., 2019); most of these nonsignificant results were related to mod-

eration effects. For example, Ren et al. (2020) failed to support the

notion that strategic flexibility moderates the role between the CEO's

humble leadership behaviors and TMT transactive memory system.

4 | METHODOLOGICAL STRENGTHS AND
WEAKNESS OF HUMBLE LEADERSHIP
RESEARCH

4.1 | Quantitative research

A majority of prior studies on humble leadership have been quantita-

tive; however, a small number of qualitative (e.g., Owens &

Hekman, 2012) studies have also been conducted. Even though the

vast majority of prior research on humble leadership has been quanti-

tative, this is in line with other leadership literature (e.g., servant lead-

ership: Eva et al., 2019) and trends in leadership research (Antonakis

et al., 2014). Humble leadership has been quantitatively studied in

several different countries (see Figure 2), with most samples coming

from China and the United States. However, humble leadership has

been studied in other diverse countries (e.g., several studies were con-

ducted in Portugal and Pakistan). Figure 2 summarizes the countries

used in field study samples of humble leadership.

Most of the quantitative studies in our review were correlational

field studies. The studies that included correlational designs almost

exclusively relied upon a Likert scale measure of humble leadership.

Petrenko et al. (2019) was one exception and used video recording of

leaders as the source of their measure of humble leadership. We see

this as a more robust research design as survey measures do not cap-

ture leader behaviors but rather rater perceptions of behavior. Thus,

future research that can use more direct measures of humble leader-

ship is warranted.

As noted previously, most of the studies that used a Likert scale

to measure humble leadership employed the Owens et al. (2013)

scale, and the Ou et al. (2014) scale was the second most commonly

used scale. Researchers who have used humble leadership survey

measures have almost ubiquitously treated the construct of humility

as unidimensional in their research and rarely examine individual

facets (see Ashford et al., 2018 for an exception). This practice has

generated consistency across the literature, but given the mature

state of the literature, it may be warranted to examine the facets of

humble leadership to see if they differentially affect outcomes.

When employing a humble leadership survey, prior research has

followed the same procedure to assess humble leadership, with
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TABLE 5 Moderators of humble leadership

Level Moderator Outcome Article

Leader CEO narcissism CEO's socialized charisma Zhang et al. (2017)

Leader Gender Leadership potential Swain and Korenman (2018)

Leader Honesty-humility Turnover intention; work-to-family

conflict

Yang, Zhou, et al. (2019b)

Leader Leader effectiveness Creativity Chen, Liu, et al. (2021)

Leader Relational accountability Unethical behavior B et al. (2021)

Follower Apparent sincerity of leader Voice Ma et al. (2019)

Follower Attributions of impression management

motives

Trust Yang, Zhang, et al. (2019)

Follower Authenticity of leader humility Felt authenticity Oc et al. (2020)

Follower Autonomy OCB; performance Cho et al. (2021)

Follower Chinese traditionality Proactive behavior Chen, Liang, et al. (2021)

Follower Climate Psychological safety Zhang and Song (2020)

Follower Cognitive reappraisal Creativity Wang et al. (2017)

Follower Customer mistreatment Service performance Bahadur and Ali (2021)

Follower Gender and age similarity Performance Mao et al. (2019)

Follower Goal difficulty Performance Kirkland et al. (2021)

Follower Growth need strength Creativity Wang, Liu, et al. (2018a)

Follower Knowledge sharing Creativity Wang, Liu, et al. (2018b)

Follower HR practices OCB Tuan et al. (2021)

Follower Humility Knowledge hiding; performance Zhong et al. (2021); Diao et al. (2019)

Follower Implicit theory of morality Prosocial behavior; unethical behavior Owens et al. (2019)

Follower Impression management attribution Perception of leader hypocrisy Bharanitharan et al. (2021)

Follower Intrapreneurial personality Innovation Abbas and Wu (2019)

Follower Job complexity Innovation Jiang et al. (2019)

Follower Job insecurity Feedback seeking behavior Qian, Liu, and Chen (2020)

Follower Leader competence Creative process engagement Yuan et al. (2018)

Follower Leader effectiveness Well-being Zhong et al. (2019)

Follower Leader identification Proactive behavior Chen et al. (2018)

Follower Leader political skill CWB towards supervisor; innovative

behavior

Wang et al. (2019); Zhou and

Wu (2018)

Follower Leader prototypicality Taking charge Zhang and Liu (2019)

Follower LMX differentiation Helping behavior Carnevale et al. (2019)

Follower Organizational identification Organizational deviance Qiuyun et al. (2020)

Follower Perceived leader power Performance Wang, Owens, et al. (2018)

Follower Power distance orientation Prosocial voice; empowerment Jeung and Yoon (2016, 2018)

Follower Prevention/promotion focus Voice; knowledge sharing Li, Li, et al. (2019); Luu (2021)

Follower Public service motivation Meaningfulness of work; need for

recovery; relational energy

Luu (2020b)

Follower Sales managers' adaptive selling Adaptive selling behavior Luu (2020a)

Follower Self-serving attribution Deviance Qin et al. (2020)

Follower Successful context Leader effectiveness Zapata and Hayes-Jones (2019)

Follower Task dependence and competitive climate

(3-way interaction)

Creative performance Ye et al. (2020)

Follower Team cognitive diversity Performance Liu et al. (2021)

Follower Team conflict Creativity Lei et al. (2021)

Follower TMT faultlines Voluntary turnover Ou et al. (2017)

Team Authority centralization Team performance Peng et al. (2020)
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TABLE 5 (Continued)

Level Moderator Outcome Article

Team Cognitive diversity Performance Liu et al. (2021)

Team Consistency of leader-expressed humility Team psychological safety Rego et al. (2021)

Team Leader conscientiousness Performance Wang, Li, et al. (2020)

Team Leader-leader exchange (LLX) Team creativity Chen, Feng, et al. (2021)

Team Leader political skill Performance Li et al. (2020)

Team Prevention/promotion focus Team learning Li, Zhang, et al. (2019)

Team Strength of leader-expressed humility Team effectiveness Rego et al. (2017)

Team Strength of team humility Team effectiveness Rego et al. (2017)

Team Strength of team psychological capital Team effectiveness Rego et al. (2017)

Team Team future orientation Performance Wang, Li, et al. (2020)

Team Team performance capability Team performance Chiu et al. (2016)

Team Team power distance value Team creativity Hu et al. (2018)

Team Team proactive personality Team performance Chiu et al. (2016)

Team Top management support Project success Ali, Li, et al. (2020)

Organization CEO narcissism Firm innovation Zhang et al. (2017)

Organization CEO vision articulation Performance Ashford et al. (2018)

Organization Firm slack CSR Hong (2020)

Organization Organizational culture/support Project success Ali, Li, Durrani, et al. (2021); Ali, Li,

Haider, et al. (2021)

Organization Strategic flexibility Start-up enterprise performance Ren et al. (2020)

Organization Task interdependence Team innovation Liu, Mao, et al. (2017)

Note: Level denotes the level of analysis of the moderator.

TABLE 6 Humble leadership as a moderator

Level IV Moderator Outcome Article

Leader Narcissism Humble leadership Female's gender-leader integration Chen (2018)

Leader Leader transparency Humble leadership Receptiveness to employees Rego et al. (2021)

Follower Perceived overqualification Humble leadership Career distress Ma et al. (2020)

Follower Perceived overqualification Humble leadership Career planning Ma et al. (2020)

Follower Leader authority Humble leadership Compliance Chiu and Hung (2020)

Follower Leader trustworthiness Humble leadership Compliance Chiu and Hung (2020

Follower Creative process engagement Humble leadership Creativity Cheung et al. (2020)

Follower Leader narcissism Humble leadership Engagement Owens et al. (2015)

Follower Leader narcissism Humble leadership Follower perceptions of effectiveness Owens et al. (2015)

Follower Leader narcissism Humble leadership Innovative behavior Norouzinik et al. (2021)

Follower Organizational justice Humble leadership Innovative behavior Abbas and Wu (2021)

Follower Strengths use Humble leadership Self efficacy; thriving at work Ding and Chu (2020)

Follower CSR Humble leadership Voice Wang, Zhang, et al. (2020)

Follower Emotional resistance to change Humble leadership Voice Chen et al. (2019)

Team Informational faultlines Humble leadership Creativity Yao et al. (2021)

Team Team leader humility Humble leadership Team performance Peng et al. (2020)

Organization CSR Humble leadership Climate Wang, Zhang, et al. (2020)

Note: Level denotes the level of analysis of the outcome variable.
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almost every study in our review using follower reports (see Wang

et al., 2017 and Yuan et al., 2018 for exceptions). As a result, nearly

every correlational field study in our review relied upon multisource

data to test their hypothesized relations. The use of multisource data

is desirable as it reduces common method bias. In addition, a majority

of studies also used temporal separation between their independent

and dependent variables. This temporal separation features a more

robust research design than simply collecting data at one point in time

since it improves the ability to assert the direction of relations. Finally,

while a majority of studies in our review used subject scale measures

of their outcome variables, several studies used objective measures

such as return on investment (ROI; Ou et al., 2018), archival data of

employee performance (Owens et al., 2015; Wang, Owens,

et al., 2018), Abnormal Returns, Tobin's Q, and Total Shareholder

Returns (Petrenko et al., 2019). Using more of these types of outcome

measures improves objectivity and reduces common method bias con-

cerns (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Studies that adopted correlational field study designs examined

the effects of humble leadership across several levels of analysis. A

few articles focused on the impact of humble leadership at the firm or

organizational level of analysis (e.g., Ou et al., 2014) and the team-

level of analysis (e.g., Owens et al., 2013). However, not surprisingly,

most studies focused on the individual follower or leader level of anal-

ysis. Finally, studies predominately relied on only one sample when

testing their hypothesis; however, several articles did use multiple

samples to test their hypotheses (e.g., Mallén et al., 2020; Owens &

Hekman, 2016; Rego & Simpson, 2018) and when possible, this

should be encouraged

Although most quantitative studies were correlational field

studies, there were several experimental designs; a few were pure

experiments (e.g., Zapata & Hayes-Jones, 2019), and several were

experiments paired with correlational designs (e.g., Owens &

Hekman, 2016). The mixed design of correlational field studies

paired with experimental designs is among the strongest empirical

designs as they are high in both external and internal validity.

Experiments are fundamental because they allow scholars to make

casual claims (Antonakis et al., 2010; Lonati et al., 2018). Several

different experimental designs were employed, including vignettes

(e.g., Cojuharenco & Karelaia, 2020; Rego et al., 2019; Swain,

2018; Zhu et al., 2019) and experiential recall (e.g., Qin et al.,

2020). These experimental studies highlight the ability to manipu-

late humble leadership. The studies that only utilized experiments

utilized multiple samples, and studies to test their hypotheses

ranged from two to five. Experiments were also used to under-

stand the effects of humble leadership at the team (e.g., Owens &

Hekman, 2016) and individual levels of analyses (e.g., Zapata &

Hayes-Jones, 2019).

4.2 | Quantitative weaknesses and opportunities

While several strengths exist in the humble leadership literature, we

highlight four methodological weaknesses that serve as opportunities

for future work. First, even though prior research has adopted experi-

mental designs and approaches for the study of humble leadership,

many studies still suffer from endogeneity issues, making casual claims

related to the effects of humble leadership unsubstantiated. Endo-

geneity arises due to missing variables, reverse causality, measure-

ment errors, selection bias, and common-method variance (Antonakis

et al., 2010), resulting in inconclusive findings (Sajons, 2020). To

F IGURE 2 Sample country of origin for field study samples of humble leadership. Note: green = 1–10; yellow = 11–20; orange = 21–39;
red = 40+
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counter endogeneity issues, scholars can use experimental designs;

however, laboratory settings and experimental vignettes, which are

commonly used by experimental designs in humble leadership

research, suffer from realism and external validity issues. One

approach that researchers can use to counter endogeneity issues

while maintaining external validity is the use of instrumental variables.

In an instrumental design, researchers can collect data from organiza-

tions and actual leaders and use an instrumental variable that is exog-

enous from the dependent variable, thus allowing for casual claims to

be made and data collected in a realistic setting (see Antonakis

et al., 2010 and Semadeni et al., 2014 for more detail on instrumental

variables). In our review, Bharanitharan et al. (2021) attempted an

instrumental design; however, their instruments were not valid. As

such, future research that can propose and test valid instruments of

humble leadership is warranted. Future research may also consider

field experiments (Eden, 2021) or natural experiments (Sieweke &

Santoni, 2020) as a way to capture both external validity and demon-

strate casual effects.

Second, Likert scales dominate how researchers have measured

humble leadership. However, these scale measures do not actually

measure a leader's behavior but rather the perception of behavior

as reported by followers (or rater). Indeed, prior research has

shown that followers' characteristics affect how they view leader-

ship behaviors (Wang, Liu, et al., 2018a). Future research should

attempt to disentangle leader behaviors from follower (or rater)

perceptions of their behavior to understand this relationship better.

For example, future research could use content analysis dictionaries

to measure the humble leadership behaviors of CEOs or leader

social media (Matthews et al., 2022).

Third, and related to our second point, the study of humble lead-

ership has been tightly focused on general humility. Nevertheless,

research by Owens et al. (2019) notes that this perspective of leader

humility “may be overly simplistic as research suggests that people

can vary in the degree of their humility across different contexts”
(p. 148). Indeed, emerging research on humility suggests that humility

is linked with situational factors (Leary et al., 2017). Future research

that can examine humble leadership within the context of specific sit-

uations, such as moral/ethical situations (Owens et al., 2019), high-

pressure situations, or uncertain situations, should add to our under-

standing of humble leadership. These studies are also likely to explain

more variation in domain-specific humble leadership outcomes than

general humble leadership studies.

Finally, quantitative studies of humble leadership have primarily

come from Eastern samples (see Table 7). This trend is a unique fea-

ture of the humble leadership research. However, cultural factors of

samples in the humble leadership research are generally ignored, and

this omission raises important questions about the role of culture in

understanding the effects of humble leadership. Previous research has

suggested that cultural variables, both at a national (Dickson

et al., 2003) and individual (Matthews et al., 2021) level, can influence

the effectiveness of various leader behaviors. Thus, researchers need

to do a better job at addressing how culture may influence the effects

of their study.

4.3 | Qualitative research

As noted earlier, a few studies in our review adopted qualitative

methods to understand the effects and nature of humble leadership.

There were several qualitative studies (e.g., D'Errico & Poggi, 2019;

Hutt & Gopalakrishnan, 2020; Oc et al., 2015; Owens &

Hekman, 2012; Shannonhouse et al., 2019) and most primarily relied

upon semi-structured interviews as a source of data collection to

define the elements of humble leadership. In addition to semi-

structured interviews, Oc et al. (2015) also used an open-ended ques-

tionnaire sent to employees to validate their findings in their semi-

structured interviews. Further, D'Errico and Poggi (2019) sought to

understand how to capture leader humility via body, face, and voice

using qualitative and quantitative techniques. The samples in these

studies included religious humanitarian leaders (Shannonhouse

et al., 2019), Singaporean MBA students and full-time employees (Oc

et al., 2015), and religious, military, and corporate leaders (Hutt &

Gopalakrishnan, 2020; Owens & Hekman, 2012).

5 | AGENDA FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The past decade has seen a quickly accelerating stream of humble

leadership research that has helped us better understand this impor-

tant leadership construct. However, there is still much to learn. Based

on our review of the extant literature, we highlight four key areas for

future research in humble leadership research: (1) research on the

antecedents to humble leadership, (2) dynamic, within-leader research

on humble leadership, (3) research on the consequences of humble

leadership for the leader, and (4) research that tests the discriminate

validity of humble leadership compared to related moral-oriented and

constructive theories of leadership (e.g., transformational leadership

and servant leadership) and unstudied boundary conditions of humble

leadership. As we discuss these different directions for future

research, we also highlight potentially useful, understudied theories in

the humble leadership research that can drive this field forward,

including socioemotional selectivity theory, experiential learning the-

ory, followership theory, sensemaking, affective events theory, and

transformative learning theory. Overall, while we have learned a great

deal about humble leadership behaviors in the past decade, there is

still much more to explore. Table 7 summarizes our proposed direc-

tions for future research.

5.1 | Antecedents of humble leadership

Although research has begun to examine the antecedents of humble

leadership (Owens & Hekman, 2012; Wang, Owens, et al., 2018), there

is still much to learn about the unique factors that predict this behavior.

Owens and Hekman (2012) qualitatively illustrated contextual

antecedents of humble leadership. However, few other studies in our

review explored its antecedents (e.g., Cojuharenco & Karelaia, 2020;

Deng et al., 2019; Peng et al., 2020; Wang, Owens, et al., 2018;
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Yang, Zhang, et al., 2019). Although findings in this area are still in their

infancy, prior studies suggest that both individual and organizational

factors predict humble leadership. Thus, there are several opportunities

to expand the literature by exploring potential antecedents.

For example, Wang, Owens, et al. (2018) found that individual

factors such as the leader's incremental theory of the self and rela-

tional identity positively predict humble leadership. Future research

should build on this to explore what other individual differences pre-

dict humble leadership, such as personality traits, experiences, or

emotional intelligence. Theories such as experiential learning theory

(Kolb, 1984) may serve as a helpful lens in investigating if specific life

experiences predict humble leadership. Experiential learning theory

explains how an individual's experiences prompt reflection and knowl-

edge development. Therefore, future research could explore if per-

sonal and professional experiences prompt a leader's humble

behavior. For example, does prior experience with a humble (or not-

so-humble) leader influence an individual's likelihood to exhibit humil-

ity with their own followers?

Further research should explore factors that increase percep-

tions of humble leadership. Cojuharenco and Karelaia (2020)

TABLE 7 Future directions and recommendations for humble leadership

Area of humble leadership Potential research questions Useful understudied theories

Antecedents

Leader factors What leader individual differences or

experiences predict humble leadership?

Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984)

Contextual factors What are the potential organizational and

situational antecedents of humble

leadership?

Sensemaking perspective (Weick, 1993)

Followership In what ways can follower humility inspire

leader humility?

Followership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014)

Learnability How can leaders learn humble leadership?

Does humble leadership training help?

Transformative learning theory (Mezirow,

1997)

Dynamic nature

Career shifts In what ways do leaders exhibit more

humble leadership later in their careers?

How does humble leadership change over

time?

Socioemotional selectivity theory

(Carstensen et al., 2003)

Temporal fluctuations Does humble leadership exhibit daily (or

hourly) fluctuations? What daily aspects

affect humble leadership?

Affective events theory (Weiss &

Cropanzano, 1996)

Consequences of humble leadership for

the leader

Positive leader outcomes Are there any positive emotional benefits

for leaders engaging in humble

leadership? What are the daily benefits of

humble leadership behavior for the

leader?

Affective events theory (Weiss &

Cropanzano, 1996)

Career consequences of humble

leadership

In what ways do leaders suffer from humble

leadership in terms of career progression?

Career progression paradox (O'Mahony &

Bechky, 2006)

Moderating effects In what ways does leader humility

disproportionally benefit or hurt leaders

of different genders, races, ages, cultures,

or social groups?

Social role theory (Eagly & Wood, 2011)

Humble leadership effects and

boundaries

Effects on performance and OCB

outcomes

How do the effects of humble leadership on

employee performance outcomes

compare with the effects of

transformational leadership, ethical

leadership, charismatic leadership,

authentic leadership, and servant

leadership?

Boundaries of humble leadership How does culture influence the effects of

humble leadership?

216 KELEMEN ET AL.

 10991379, 2023, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/job.2608 by U

niversity O
f W

ales T
rinity Saint D

avid, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/01/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



demonstrated this by exploring how a leader's practice of asking

questions increased followers' perceptions of humility in their

leader. Further research could expand this area by exploring other

factors that contribute to perceptions of humble leadership. Qualita-

tive research may be instrumental in obtaining rich descriptions

regarding followers' perceptions and interpretations of humble

behaviors. For example, scholars could utilize attribution theory

(Heider, 1958) to explore what types of leader behaviors influence

followers' attributions of humility. Because women tend to exhibit

leadership styles that are more democratic and participatory

(Eagly & Johnson, 1990), are followers more likely to attribute dis-

plays of humility to internal causes if the leader is female? Given

the beneficial effects of humble leadership (e.g., Ou et al., 2014;

Rego et al., 2020; Petrenko et al., 2019), scholars should extend

knowledge in this area by investigating its origins.

Research should also consider contextual factors as humble lead-

ership antecedents (or moderators of other antecedents). Peng

et al. (2020) found a trickle-down effect of humble leadership from

higher-level leaders to lower-level leaders, indicating that organiza-

tional factors influence humble leadership. Future research might also

examine organizational justice (Liu et al., 2017) as an antecedent of

humble leadership. Another potential area involves organizational cli-

mates, which, based on a sensemaking perspective (Weick, 1993),

should inform leaders of appropriate behavior. Are moral-oriented

organizational climates emphasizing gratitude (Fehr et al., 2017) or

forgiveness (Fehr & Gelfand, 2012) likely to increase humble leader-

ship? No article explored how followers' behaviors, such as humility,

inform leader humble behaviors. This underexplored area could be a

fascinating avenue for future research, and scholars could rely on fol-

lowership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). For example, in what ways

can follower humility inspire leader humility? How is expressed leader

humility informed by follower behaviors? Although research has previ-

ously explored a top-down approach to team humility (e.g., Rego

et al., 2017; Ye et al., 2020), researchers may consider a construction-

ist approach (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) and the vital role of followers

(Matthews et al., 2021) in exploring how followers help create humble

leadership.

Another potentially fruitful avenue for this might be to explore

organizational leader training to highlight different factors that might

increase humble leadership. Can this leadership be developed through

leader development programs? Transformative learning theory

(Mezirow, 1997) suggests that adults can change the way they think

and act, and prior research on humility has found that intervention

workbooks can increase participants' perceptions of humility

(Lavelock et al., 2017). However, training was not effective for spiri-

tual leaders (Cuthbert et al., 2018). So, there is promising evidence,

but concern, that humble leadership may be learnable. Future

researchers could use field studies and longitudinal designs to evalu-

ate the impact that humble leadership training interventions have on

evaluations of leader effectiveness. In addition, scholars could explore

the impact of mentors in humble leadership development. Because

Peng et al. (2020) demonstrated that humble leadership at the senior

level of management impacts humble leadership at a lower level of

management, future research could explore if leaders exhibit more

humble leadership when they have a mentor who is also humble.

5.2 | Dynamic nature of humble leadership

Prior research has generally adopted a static view both of humility

(Morris et al., 2005) and of humble leadership (Owens et al., 2013);

that is, humble leadership is often conceptualized as an interpersonal

characteristic (Chiu et al., 2016) or stable behavior (Ou et al., 2014).

While prior research demonstrates between-leader differences in

humble leadership, we conjecture that humble leadership can fluctu-

ate over time, between domains, and across situations. Indeed, no

empirical study in our review dynamically measured humble leader-

ship. Prior research on leadership indicates that longitudinal designs

and dynamic, short-term designs effectively capture leader behavior

changes (Kelemen, Matthews, & Breevaart, 2020; McClean

et al., 2019). We thus encourage future research to consider how

humble leadership may change over a more extended period. For

example, how do leaders display humble leadership more (or less)

throughout their careers? Qualitative research suggests that leaders

might engage in more humble leadership behaviors after experiencing

failure (Owens & Hekman, 2012), and previous research has also

found humble leadership to have a stronger impact when leaders have

more power (e.g., Wang, Owens, et al., 2018). Thus, leaders may be

more likely to display humble leadership later in their careers after

experiencing failure and are likely to possess more power. Relatedly,

socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., 2003) suggests

that as individuals age, their time horizon shrinks, and they become

more communal and focused on creating meaning and purpose. As

leaders age, they may engage in more humble leadership behaviors

such as spotlighting followers and acknowledging others' strengths

due to their increased focus on relationships and others. Humble lead-

ership may serve to drive meaning as leaders use humble leadership

behaviors to build and develop rising employees.

We also encourage future research to adopt designs that capture

shorter, more dynamic shifts in humble leadership. Prior research sug-

gests that leader behaviors vary daily (e.g., Breevaart et al., 2014), and

scholars have encouraged future research to examine the daily causes

and consequences of humble leadership (Kelemen, Matthews, &

Breevaart, 2020). Thus, we reiterate this call for future research to

consider humble leadership's dynamic, daily aspect. For example, what

daily factors may enhance or curtail humble leadership? In what ways

do leaders exhibit daily fluctuations in humble leadership? Do the

daily effects of humble leadership mirror those found in prior

research? Scholars may elect to adopt affective events theory

(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), which suggests that work features influ-

ence emotions, to see how discrete emotions cause humble leadership

and are caused by humble leadership. In attempting to examine more

dynamic aspects of humble leadership, future research may need to

alter the focus or reduce the items of the humble leadership scale,

which is consistent with other leadership constructs such as transfor-

mational leadership (Breevaart et al., 2014).
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5.3 | Consequences of humble leadership for the
leader

More research could also examine the effects of humble leadership on

the leaders themselves. This research avenue is especially salient as

scholars begin to explore how humble leadership may differ across

time and context. As noted previously, prior research has found that

humble leadership affects perceptions of leader competence

(Zapata & Hayes-Jones, 2019). Humble leadership can be emotionally

exhausting, resulting in leader turnover intentions and work–family

conflict for leaders low in trait honesty-humility (Yang, Zhou, et al.,

2019b). However, further research could seek to explore the poten-

tially enriching consequences of humble leadership. For example, pre-

vious research has examined the interrelationships between humble

leadership and spirituality (Shannonhouse et al., 2019), and scholars

may consider building on how these inform each other. Other poten-

tial research questions can explore how humble leaders experience

increased personal wellbeing when exhibiting these behaviors or how

expressed humility fosters an increased sense of impact. Affective

events theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) may similarly be beneficial

in understanding these effects. Relatedly, scholars might seek to

understand the positive or negative consequences for the leaders

themselves consistent across genders, races, and ages. For example,

based on social role theory (Eagly & Wood, 2011), men and women

are expected to behave differently based on societal norms, and

women may be penalized more or receive less benefit for engaging in

humble leadership than men in terms of competence perceptions or

career advancement. Also, in looking at these personal consequences

of engaging in humble leadership behaviors, scholars should examine

if cultural contexts influence the personal effects.

Further, research might also consider the career consequences of

humble leadership. If humble leadership mediates team performance

(Peng et al., 2020), facilitates employee creativity (Cheung

et al., 2020), and sparks OCBs (Ding et al., 2020), then in what ways

do these outcomes translate into leader career advancement or stag-

nation? The results of our review highlight the generally positive

effects of humble leadership on followers, teams, and organizations,

so it could be predicted that humble leadership results in career

advancement. However, humble leaders may avoid highlighting their

positive effects, which could be detrimental to their career advance-

ment. Indeed, prior research suggests that individuals are less certain

if humility is desirable in social roles, like leadership (Exline &

Geyer, 2004). The moderating role of a team or organizational context

is anticipated to inform the benefits and costs of expressed humble

leadership.

5.4 | Humble leadership effects and boundaries

Future scholarly work needs to establish where humble leadership

rests within the nexus of different leadership behaviors. Some prior

studies controlled for relevant leadership constructs when examining

the effects of humble leadership. For example, Owens and

Hekman (2016) reported that the effects of humble leadership were

still significant when controlling for transformational leadership, and

Owens et al. (2019) examined the effects of leader moral humility

while controlling for ethical leadership. However, many of the studies

in our review did not control for other leadership behaviors when

exploring the effects of humble leadership. Prior research suggests

that moral approaches to leadership (i.e., servant leadership, authentic

leadership, and ethical leadership) have stronger effects on extra-role

behaviors such as OCB but weaker effects on in-role performance

when compared to transformational leadership (Hoch et al., 2018).

Empirical tests that pit these different leadership styles against hum-

ble leadership will provide more apparent evidence of the effects of

humble leadership above and beyond these constructs. For example,

in what ways does humble leadership drive in-role or extra-role

behaviors (or both!) when controlling for related leader behaviors?

Research should also consider key boundary conditions of humble

leadership. As shown in Table 5, research has looked at a variety of

moderators such as followers' self-serving attribution (Qin

et al., 2020) and followers' perceptions of their leader's power (Wang,

Owens, et al., 2018). However, more research is needed to under-

stand the contextual conditions in which humble leadership is more

(or less) effective. For example, a majority of samples used to study

humble leadership have come from an Eastern context. Prior research

has generally ignored these potentially critical cultural influences on

understanding the effects of humble leadership (see Rego et al., 2019

for an example of an exception). To increase our understanding of cul-

ture and humility, scholars could examine if humble leadership is more

influential in Eastern cultures because this type of leadership is more

acceptable for followers in these cultures. Future research could also

use meta-analytic correlations to see which humble leadership out-

comes are stronger in particular cultures and similar across cultures.

Also, work is changing (Harvey et al., 2018), and understanding how

humble leaders may be responsive to these changes, such as non-

traditional working hours (Bolino et al., 2021) or pet-friendly work pol-

icies (Kelemen, Matthews, Wan, & Zhang, 2020), would be necessary

for future inquiry. Finally, due to the increase in telecommuting, it is

essential to understand how the effects of humble leadership are

influenced when working in a virtual (or hybrid) environment.

6 | CONCLUSION

Until recently, the scholarly consideration of humble leadership has

been sporadically mentioned but not rigorously explored. Over the

past 10 years, though, there has been a sharp increase in the work

done on this important topic. This recent work has increased the col-

lective knowledge regarding humble leadership and its antecedents,

moderators, and outcomes. Scholars have discovered that humble

leadership can positively impact outcomes such as innovation

(e.g., Jiang et al., 2019), learning (Chen, Liu, et al., 2021), job satisfac-

tion (Owens et al., 2013), and performance (e.g., Ou et al., 2018).

However, more work is still needed for us to improve our understand-

ing of humble leadership. For example, scholars need to account for
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common method bias in their humble leadership study designs, more

research needs to be done on the antecedents of humble leadership,

and we need a deeper understanding of the potentially dynamic

nature of humble leadership. We hope that future research will con-

tinue to explore key aspects of this vital leadership construct.
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ENDNOTES
1 This construct is also referred to as leader humility and leader expressed

humility. However, for consistency, we refer to it as humble leadership

throughout our manuscript.
2 One reason for this might be because the six-factor construct only has

slightly better fit statistics than the one-factor construct (Ou

et al., 2014).
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