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Abstract 

The paper has for objective to analyze the capacity of personality traits "Sincerity-Modesty" and "Self-esteem", defined by the 
test Hexaco PI-R, to work as predictors of ethical orientations in leadership as "person-organization fit" in ethical and unethical 
situation. We tested the model on a group of undergraduate students (n = 156) in the form of an in-class experiment. The data 
were analyzed in a two-fold way: statistical correlation and a graphical analysis, using the method of the least square distances. 
The result show that the personality traits "Sincerity-Modesty" and "Self-esteem" work as good predictors of ethical attitude in 
leadership. Finding may have important implications for HR management, especially in the frame of the selection processes in 
the ethically conscious organizations.  
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1. Introduction 

In business environment ethical decision-making and behavior is crucial to its sustainability. That´s why it is 
important to develop tools and concepts that can help to identify potentially harmful unethical behavioral tendencies 
already at the level of recruitment of new candidates. The tool is based on the combination of two personality traits 
indicators “honesty-humility” and “self-esteem”, as defined by the personality test Hexaco (Ashton-Lee, 2007, 
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2008). The purpose of this article is to suggest such a tool that could implied at the HR department during the 
selection of new personnel.  

Another purpose of this article is to stimulate academic reflection on how to teach efficiently pro-ethical attitude, 
knowing that there is a strong growing tendency to include ethical courses or modules in the top business schools 
around the globe (Christensen et al., 2007). Educational institutions that prepare professionals who will have strong 
impact on the organizations, must make an emphasis on cultivation of critical thinking, implicit and highly 
professional knowledge, alongside with the meta-abilities that facilitate harmonious, stable and constructive 
organizational environment (Ullrich et al., 2014). Certain guidelines offers European reference framework of Key 
competences for life long learning, however a constant effort to identify new competencies demanded by the labor 
market and search for the ways to implement them in the educational process at the universities (Hrehová - Frenová, 
2011).  

1.1. Definition of honesty-humility 

Humility is a very complex phenomenon, without a single and satisfactory definition. Its definition can be traced 
back to the ancient literature. Molyneaux (2003) finds definition f.e. in the New Testament, where “meek” does not 
require withdrawal, unthinking compliance or lack of power - rather it instructs on the active exercise of the powers 
of ownership and leadership. Plato describes the citizens of Atlantis as a people of moral integrity, using the word 
“ ” or “meekness” or eventually “gentleness”, where the alliance of “meekness” and “discernment” is 
critical. For Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics, “meekness” was synonymous to a self-control, as a middle position 
between bad-temper and indifference. And specifically, there is no connection with timidity, withdrawal or 
disengagement from business or public affairs. Xenophon brought most impressive usage of “meekness”: 
Powerfulness and endurance was the warrior, and meekness was his battle horse. Combination of the two was 
preeminent for the success. 

Modern definition of humility in the managerial context is provided f.e. as follows Dusey and Rodriguez-Lopez 
(2004) came up with their own model of six key concepts of humility in the learning organization: (a) openness to a 
new paradigm, (b) eagerness to learn from others, (c) acknowledgment of own limitations and ability to correct it, 
(d) pragmatic acceptance of failure, (e) ability to ask for advice, (f) development of others. Thanks to the application 
of the key humility concepts of a learning organization, the company should achieve a high performance based on 
instant innovations. Collins (2005) in his understanding of a good leader emphasizes a seemingly paradoxical 
combination of humility and fierce resolve.  

1.2. Definition of self-esteem 

Self-esteem could be defined as a perception of self in the term of the feeling of worthiness and self-appreciation 
especially in the social environment or in the organizational environment respectively (McColl-Kennedy and 
Anderson, 2005). According to Pierce et al. (1989) self-esteem expresses an “attitude of approval or disapproval of 
self; it is a personal evaluation reflecting what people think of themselves as individuals; it is the extent to which 
individuals believe themselves to be capable, reflecting a personal judgment of worthiness”. Hui and Lee (2000) talk 
about organization-based self-esteem which is specific to contexts and perceptions of an organization as constructed 
from past experiences.  

1.3. Research objectives and research questions 

The objective of this article is to analyze if the combination of the personality traits humility and self-esteem can 
work as good predictors of ethical behavioral tendencies in the managerial concept. 

Fig. 1. presents an interesting empirical concept of the combination of humility mind-set and self-esteem that 
creates a matrix of four possible combinations: 1st quadrant:  high humility, high self-esteem, 2nd quadrant: high 
humility, low self-esteem, 3rd quadrant: low humility, low self-esteem and 4th quadrant: low humility, high self-
esteem.  
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The purpose of this article is to analyze of the four quadrants can serve as a predictor of ethical behavior or 
attitudes in the managerial context. Notable, a question arises if a person in the 1st quadrant, with high level of 
humility and high self-esteem, in a position of a manager can deliver better results, in terms of ethical attitude than a 
person that is f.e. in quadrant 2 with a low level of humility and high self-esteem. 

 
 

Fig. 1. Matrix of 4 quadrants of humility and self-esteem. 

In line with the general objective of the article we formulate research questions as follows: 
1. Does the combination of personality traits humility and self-esteem predict the readiness to recommend to 

work in the environment with an ethically issue? 
2. Does the combination of personality traits humility and self-esteem predict the person-organization fit in the 

environment with an ethically issue?   

2. Material and Methods 

2.1. Variables and measures used in the research 

To measure humility, we used a consistent and statistically valid measure of humility provided be the 
Hexaco/Honesty-Humility model (Ashton - Lee, 2007, 2008). Research shows that Honesty-Humility works as a 
good predictor in the people-oriented jobs as nursing (Johnson et al., 2011). Lee et al. (2005) showed that the 
Honesty-Humility works as a predictor of a work-place delinquency. 

Personality trait Honesty-Humility consists of four sub-traits: Modesty, Sincerity, Fairness and Greed avoidance. 
For the needs of our research we focused on the combination of two sub-traits Sincerity and Modesty (we abbreviate 
as SIMO - Sincerity and Modesty, because this combination provides better results in the 3D graphical form, even 
both variables give relevant results. Ashton – Lee (2015) define Modesty as a tendency to be modest and 
unassuming. Low scorers consider themselves as superior and as entitled to privileges that others do not have, 
whereas high scorers view themselves as ordinary people without any claim to special treatment. Sincerity is 
defined as tendency to be modest and unassuming. Low scorers consider themselves as superior and as entitled to 
privileges that others do not have, whereas high scorers view themselves as ordinary people without any claim to a 
tendency to be genuine in interpersonal relations. Low scorers will flatter others or pretend to like them in order to 
obtain favors, whereas high scorers are unwilling to manipulate others. 

To measure Self-esteem in the social context, we used again the statistically reliable Hexaco personality test 
(Ashton - Lee, 2007, 2008). Social Self-Esteem could be defined a tendency to have positive self-regard, 
particularly in social contexts. High scorers are generally satisfied with themselves and consider themselves to have 
likable qualities, whereas low scorers tend to have a sense of personal worthlessness and to see themselves as 
unpopular (Ashton – Lee, 2015). 
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Ethical orientations were measured in two terms were measured in two ways: 1. Person organization-fit (POF) 
as defined by Cable and Judge (1996), asking to what extent the member of organization identifies himself of herself 
with the values and practices of the organization. 2. Behavioral intention measuring the loyalty of a member of 
the organization, asking if he or she would recommend to a friend to work in the given organization. 

2.2. Sample and methods 

There were 156 participants in the experiment, undergraduate students of management (females 68.8 %, age 21 - 
22). Participants filled the questionnaire of HEXACO-PI-R inventory, paper-based, 60-items version (Ashton – Lee, 
2009).  

Experiment was carried out in the form of a Leaderless Group Discussion (Costigan – Donahue, 2009, Waldman 
et al., 2004). Participants in the class made couples, by a random attribution. Than they were given an opportunity to 
mark their preferences for a managerial position and for the position of an employee in two separate situations: 1. 
Ethically correct situation: “Implement new information system in the department” and 2. Ethically sensitive 
(unethical) situation is defined as a task to “Dismiss women who had high rate of work absences due to the need to 
stay home with the children having disease”. In both cases participants were given instructions that they have all the 
necessary qualification for both managerial positions. Participants marked their preferences for the managerial 
positions in both situations (ethical and unethical) on a standard 5-point Likert scale. 

Afterwards students in couples had to negotiate who out of the two will be the manager and who an employee. 
Consequently, already in the positions of a manager and employee both students have to decide on several aspects of 
a working contract as bonuses and the share of responsibility. When the negotiations and decisions were finished, 
each participant had to fill the questions on Person-organization fit and the Readiness to recommend the 
organization to a friend. The same process repeated for both situations (ethical and unethical).  

Data were processed by means of a correlation analysis (Table 1) and by means of a graphical analysis, using the 
least square method of weighted distances with the Statistica 12 software. 

3. Results and Discussion 

Table 1 shows correlations between several variables measuring the ethical orientations in the managerial context 
and the personality traits: integral trait Honesty-Humility (including Sincerity, Modesty, Fairness and Greed 
avoidance), combination of the two narrow traits Sincerity – Modesty (part of the integral trait Honesty-Humility) 
and the Self-esteem, all personality trait defined by the Hexaco test (Ashton – Lee, 2009).  

A note: both, integral trait Honesty-Humility and the narrow trait Sincerity-Modesty generate the same sort of 
statistical correlations (in the same direction and with the similar intensity). However in the frame of graphical 
analysis we use only the Sincerity-Modesty as it brings more clear results from the graphical point of view. 
However, the use of integral trait Honesty-Humility or the use of particular traits as Sincerity, Fairness, Modesty, 
Greed Avoidance bring very interesting results and implications 

     Table 1. Correlations between personality traits and ethical orientations in the managerial context. 

 
Honesty-Humility 
(sincerity, modesty, 

fairness, greed avoidance) 

SIMO 
(sincerity, 
modesty) 

Self-esteem 

I recommend the working position  
 in the ethically sensitive situation  

-,0021 ,0347 -,0678 
p=,980 p=,668 p=,402 

Person-organization fit  
in the ethically sensitive situation 

-,1870 -,1481 -,0797 
p=,020 * p=,066* p=,324 

Person-organization-fit  
in a situation without an ethical issue 

-,0529 -,0852 ,0174 
p=,514 p=,292 p=,830 

Preference of a managerial position 
 in a situation without an ethical issue 

-,2539 -,2217 ,2322 
p=,001** p=,006** p=,004** 

 * p < 0,10    **, p < 0,05 
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The results are analyzed in three sub-chapters. First two sub-chapters will provide answers to the two research 

questions.  Third sub-chapter we will provide implications for the managerial practices and discussion on the validity 
and applicability of results. 

3.1. Prediction of a behavioral tendency “readiness to recommend the working position under the unethical 
situation” 

Fig. 2 represents statistical results in graphical way between three variables: Self-esteem, Sincerity-Modesty and 
the Readiness to recommend the working position, by means of the statistical method of the least square of weighted 
distances. The interpretation is very clear: Readiness to recommend the unethical working position reaches the 
maximal levels in the 3rd quadrant where the participants have both: low level of Sincerity-Modesty and low level 
of Self-esteem. 

We can conclude that the behavioral intention “readiness to recommend the work in the unethical environment” is 
very well predicted by the two combination of Self-esteem and Sincerity-Modesty, what provides a positive answer 
to the research 1st question. 

 

  

Fig. 2. Tendency to recommend the work to a friend in the ethically problematic situation, 3D and 2D view, least square method. 

A note: The behavioral tendency clearly visible from the graphical representation is not supported by the 
correlation analysis (Tab. 1). This can be explained by the fact (partly evident from the 3-D image) that the relation 
between both personality traits and the third variable is not linear. Instead, the participants with the high “readiness 
to recommend the work in unethical conditions” are those with the extreme low values of both personality traits (3rd 
quadrant).  

3.2. Prediction of the person-organization fit 

Correlation analysis (Tab. 1) shows that Honesty-Humility and Sincerity-Modesty creates strong negative 
correlation with the variable Person-organization fit under the unethical situation, on the other hand, in the ethical 
situation there is not a significant correlation. In other words, the higher level of humility the participant has, the less 
he identifies himself with the values and practices of the organization. In the ethical organization we do not find a 
statistically significant correlation between the humility and person-organization fit. This interpretation strongly 
corresponds to the empirical expectations.  
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When we analyze graphical version of results (Fig. 3), we see that in the unethical situation (Fig. 3 - left), the 
maximal level of Person-organization fit is in the 3rd quadrant, i.e. at minimal level of Sincerity-Modesty and 
minimal level of Self-esteem. In the ethical situation (Fig.3 - right) the maximum Person-organization fit is 
generated in the 4th quadrant, at the maximal level of Self-esteem and minimal level of Sincerity-Modesty. We also 
remind that in the ethical situation there is not a statistically significant correlation between the Sincerity-Modesty 
and Person-organization fit and in the unethical situation there is a strong negative correlation.  

It implies that the personality trait of Self-esteem clearly discerns well between the ethical and unethical 
situations. And the combination of Self-esteem and Sincerity-Modesty works as a good predictor of the behavioral 
variable “person-organization fit” in the ethical and unethical situation, what is the answer for the 2nd research 
question. 

 

  

Fig. 3. Person-organization fit in the ethically problematic (left) and ethically correct (right) situation, 3D and 2D view, least square method. 

A note: We assume that in the ethically correct situation the maximum level of Person-organization fit is 
generated due to the fact that the participants with low modesty and high self-esteem became the managers in the 
frame of the Leaderless Group discussion exercise. Hence they imposed their conditions and preferences on the 
employee what made them feel better about the situation, what consequently increased a person-organization fit of 
this narrow segment. However, the relation between the Sincerity-Modesty and the Person-organization fit does not 
generate a statistically significant correlation, hence there is not a general behavioral tendency. 
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3.3.   Implication for the managerial practice – a discussion 

This chapter has for objective to discuss if the findings mentioned in the two previous sub-chapter can have 
implications for the managerial practice. Correlation analysis (Tab. 1) shows that Preference of the managerial 
position correlates negatively with the Sincerity-Modesty and Self-esteem correlates positively, what corresponds to 
the empirical expectations. 

Graphical analysis (Fig. 4) shows that the Preference of a managerial position corresponds to the high level of 
Self-esteem and spreads along the whole range of the Sincerity-Modesty scale. In other words, people with strong 
ambitions to be managers have in general a high self-esteem but can significantly differ as regards their level of 
humility. This implies that if an organization wants to hire managers with high ethical standards it would be 
advisable to select the applicants with the high level of Sincerity-Modesty and Self-esteem. 

 

  

Fig. 4. Preference of a managerial position, 3D and 2D view, least square method. 

Limitation of this study can be seen in the fact that the sample of participants is based on the undergraduate 
students in a one single region. On the other hand this fact eliminates the source of potential variability that might be 
caused by different demographic or socio-economic situation of participants, different level of their professional 
experiences, etc. This approach, based on a demographically homogenous group, helps to focus on the differences 
caused by a one single variable which are presumably differences in the personality traits. 

Another limitation of this study represents the fact that we used behavioral experiment in the class (in the form 
of a Leaderless Group Discussion) and not the real business environment. On the other hand, approach based on the 
in-class experiment provides much better control over the processes that generate more consistent research data. 

4. Conclusion  

 In the study we analyzed the predictability of ethical orientations in the managerial context by means of the 
personality traits Sincerity-Modesty and Self-esteem (measured by the Hexaco personality inventory). Study shows 
that the behavioral intention “Readiness to recommend the work in the organization with ethical issues” and 
“Person-organization fit in the ethical/unethical situation” can be predicted by the combination of the two 
personality traits.  

This study can be considered as innovative in a three-fold way: (1) Academic research in the field of business and 
management has so far widely ignored the theme of humility in leadership. In the global academic databases there is 
less 40 research articles devoted to the importance of the personality trait of humility (Žiaran, Pokorná, Ku erová, 
2015). This article helps to overcome that gap. (2) This article shows that the in-class experiments can produce 
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research data with interesting theoretical findings. (3) As a most important contribution of this study we consider 
implications for the management of human resources, especially in the process of personnel selection where the 
organization wants to hire ethically conscious managers. 

This article is also a part of an effort to create an empirical model based on the assumption that the high level of 
humility and high level of self-esteem helps to improve interpersonal relations and working atmosphere in the 
organization (Žiaran, Hrehová, Melasová, 2015). The model implies that the combination of high self-esteem and 
humility should be considered and trained as an important leadership skill. However more research is needed in all 
the above mentioned aspects. 
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