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Abstract 
 

Generational cohort theory suggests that shared events and influences in people’s forming years shape 
generational values and common beliefs. Leadership traits theory focuses on trying to predict emergence, 
effectiveness and promotion of leaders by investigating traits (roughly personal qualities or 
characteristics) that those leaders, or leader candidates, display. 

In the coming five years, the new generation Z is joining the workforce en masse. Aim of this thesis 
was to explore the perceptions of the Swedish generation Z on 10 different leadership traits, in 
comparison with older Swedish generations (Baby Boomers, generation X, generation Y). This is order to 
increase understanding of the leadership traits perceived to be important by generation Z, and thereby 
being able to make inferences about leadership aspects that need to be considered by line- or project 
manager when dealing with this new generation entering the workplace. 

Based on a structured survey at Blekinge Tekniska Högskola, AkzoNobel, and Softhouse, we found 
much more similarities than differences on the perceptions held by the different generations. The overall 
scoring profile proved to be highly similar and indicative for a joint ‘Swedish’ perception on leadership 
traits, shared by white collar employees and students in technical, manufacturing and IT positions in 
Sweden. Humility and Trustworthiness were perceived as most important leadership traits, closely 
followed by Farsightedness, Interpersonal Skills and Integrity.  On the other hand, Charisma was deemed 
to be least important, followed by Expertise. Of intermediate importance were found Decision Making, 
Determination and Enthusiasm. 

Research linking generational cohort theory to perceptions on the workplace has received many 
critiques over the last years. Where some scholars, popular media, and consultancy companies alike tend 
to point out the (perceived) major differences between the generations, the majority of fact-based 
scientific research so far has pointed out that there are much more similarities than differences between 
generations when it comes to workplace perceptions. Even where differences are found, they are typically 
minor in size. The outcome of this thesis supports the observation that generational belonging is a too 
high level construct, and has poor predictive power regarding preferences on leadership aspects.  

This study contributes to theory by, for the first time to the authors’ knowledge, combining generation 
cohort theory with leadership traits theory. Furthermore, it contributes to practice by increasing the insight 
into the Swedish generation Z’s preference regarding leadership, helping managers and leaders to prepare 
for this new generation entering the workplace. 
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ʺThe Times They Are A-Changin’ʺ, Bob Dylan (1963)    

1 Introduction 

Nobel Prize Laureate Bob Dylan’s epic song proclaimed already in 1963 to the world that the times 
are changing. Several decades later, change continues to happen at an ever-increasing frequency and 
speed. Looking more specifically at the workplace, one of the many changes to consider for employers 
are new generations entering the workforce. Successive generations bring different values and 
expectations to their workplace, which can warrant changes to organizational practices (Lyons & Kuron, 
2013).  

Whilst researchers and companies alike have been working hard to understand how to engage and 
retain generation Y - also referred to as Millennials - in the workplace, a new generation Z is already 
starting to knock on the gates.1 Analysts at Goldman Sachs claim that ‘…it’s time to move on from 
Millennials… Gen-Z simply represents a bigger, more important change…than Millennials ever did’ 
(Udland, 2015).  

Gaining a better understanding in the perceptions and preferences on leadership of generation Z could 
help employers to prepare themselves better for the next generation entering the workplace, and to start 
making changes already now to position themselves in being attractive employers who can recruit, engage 
and retain the talents of the future. 

1.1 Problem Discussion 

Four different generations are active in the workplace today (generation Z, Y, X and Baby Boomers). 
As will be detailed in Chapter 2.2, generational cohort identities are shaped in people’s formative years 
due to the existence of common stimuli and events (McCrindle, 2011). One of the areas where these 
generational identities become visible is in successive generations bringing different values and 
expectations to their workplace. Examples of this are seen in different expectations on the physical 
workplace, ways to cooperate, compensation and benefits, or career (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). If not 
properly managed, these differences could lead to various organizational issues, affecting communication, 
engagement, and retention (Joshi, et al., 2011).  

Being able to successfully adapt to these changing expectations has practical implications for 
leadership and management in organizations. Understanding and actively managing generational 
differences will have a positive effect on organizational results (Saleh, 2007). For managers and leaders to 
be effective in this area, a good understanding of the behaviors and expectations of the different 
generations is needed. A survey performed by The Forum Corporation on generation Z showed a 
significant disconnect between the workplace expectations of generation Z, and the manager’s 
perceptions of these expectations, leading to the conclusion that the majority of business leaders are 
poorly prepared for, and have concerns about, generation Z joining the workplace (The Forum 
Corporation, 2016).   

New generations also bring with them different expectations towards the type of leaders they prefer to 
follow (Arsenault, 2004). Who would have thought in 1963 that a ’tech-nerd’ such as Mark Zuckerberg 
could become one of the world’s most well-known and influential leaders? Leadership can have a 
significant positive impact on organizational performance (DuBrin, 2013, pp. 7-8), and adaptation of 
leadership styles is needed to successfully match the expectations of different generations (Saleh, 2007). 
In the coming five years, generation Z will enter the workplace en masse. This latest generation is ‘the 

                                                   
1 In this thesis, generation Z is defined as having a date of birth 1995 – 2009; more on this in Chapter 2.  
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first true digital native generation’ (Lanier, 2017), growing up in a world of internet, smart phones, social 
media, individual information streams, and ‘curling’ parents2 (Parment, 2017). Where much research is 
available comparing generation Y, X, and older generations in the workplace, little structured research is 
available to date on comparing generation Z with other generations. This knowledge gap is most likely 
explained by the fact that simply not that many of generation Z have entered active work-life yet: the 
oldest members of generation Z are now 23 years of age. With analysts describing generation Z as one of 
the biggest changes ever hitting the employment market (Udland, 2015), and studies showing a large 
disconnect between generation Z’s expectations and employers perceptions (The Forum Corporation, 
2016), failure of filling the knowledge gap about generation Z could leave employers poorly prepared to 
recruit, engage, retain and develop the workforce of the future. 

1.2 Problem Formulation and Purpose 

To start filling the knowledge gap of generation Z and their perspectives on the workplace, this thesis 
aims to investigate the leadership preferences of this latest generation. The investigation will make use of 
the leadership traits theory described by DuBrin (2013, p. 71), Zaccaro (2007) and Judge et al. (2009) as a 
structure to measure which leadership traits are preferred by generation Z. This data will be compared to 
the preferences of older generations (Y, X and Baby Boomers) to see if trends identified in earlier 
research can be confirmed, e.g. which traits are gaining or losing importance through the generations. 

The purpose is to increase understanding of the leadership traits perceived to be important by 
generation Z, and thereby being able to make inferences about leadership aspects that need to be 
considered by line- or project manager when dealing with this new generation entering the workforce.  

1.3 Delimitations 

This thesis aims to study specifically how leadership traits are perceived, valued and scored by 
generation Z in Sweden. In literature, several other characteristics applicable to generation Z are 
presented, including preferences regarding organization, workplace, talent management, remuneration 
schemes, and even musical preferences (McCrindle, 2011). To some extent those characteristics are 
criticized as being generalizations rather than factual (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). For this study, we intend to 
leave these other characteristics and generalizations out where possible, and focus on gathering 
quantitative data about the perceptions of generation Z on leadership traits. To put generation Z in 
perspective, we compare with other generations (X, Y and Baby Boomers); but main focus will be on 
generation Z. Due to practical constraints in time and resources, the study is limited to Sweden. 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

Following this introduction chapter, an in-depth literature review is presented in chapter 2. The review 
will focus on the definition of generation, generation cohort theory, different perspectives of the various 
generations on the workplace, including leadership, and ends with a description of leadership traits 
theory. This forms the basis for the theoretical framework on which the research questions and hypotheses 
are based. Chapter 3 will present an overview of the methodology used to investigate the research 
questions, and how data was gathered and analyzed. Thereafter the results will be presented (chapter 4), 
and discussed (chapter 5). The thesis will end with conclusions (chapter 6), including implications of the 
findings, possible limitations, and suggestions for future research.   

                                                   
2 A term used in Sweden to describe over-protective parents who, similar to the sport ice curling, sweep away any 
problems or obstacles for their children, leading to spoiled young adults that lack essential life skills (Shipley, 2010).  
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2 Theory and Literature 

2.1 Approach 

This thesis aims to study how leadership traits are perceived, valued and scored by generation Z, in 
comparison with older generations. To shape the theoretical framework, we will start in section 2.2 with 
exploring how generations can be defined, and how generational identities are shaped – so called cohort 
theory. Before taking a detailed look into the available literature on generational perspectives on 
leadership (section 2.4), first section 2.3 will take a broader perspective by reviewing the general 
differences in perspectives of the various generations on the workplace as a whole. The final part in 
shaping the theoretical framework is leadership traits theory which is presented in section 2.5. This theory 
was chosen as structure for our investigation of generational perspectives on leadership. The combined 
theoretical framework provides the basis on which the thesis research questions and hypotheses as 
described in section 2.6 are based. Figure 2.1 gives a schematic overview of how these different parts are 
connected.  

Figure 2.1  Schematic overview of theoretical framework    

2.2 Defining Generations 

The definition of generation in our thesis context differs from what can be considered a common 
definition. Usually a generation means ‘…the average interval of time between birth of parents and the 
birth of their offspring’ (McCrindle, 2011) – i.e. a biological definition. Such definition is not useful for 
several reasons. The generation time interval changes over the decades; a generation in the beginning of 
the 20th century was around 20 years and today it is closer to 30 years due to parenthood being postponed. 
This timespan (now closer to 30 years) is also too long to be useful when comparing, broadly speaking, 
changing times and influences due to the speed at which technology and society is evolving. Also, the 
traditional biological definition of generation does not allow us to make generalizations at any given time, 
since the biological generations overlap.  

2.2.1 Cohort Theory 

Instead a sociological definition of generation will be used that ‘…refers to a cohort of people born 
within a similar span of time’ (McCrindle, 2011). With this definition of generation – a group of people 
(cohort) born in the same time period – we can start making observations and generalizations since this 
definition of generation does not overlap, is of a relevant (short) time period, and has a constant time 
period between generations. 

At the basis of the sociological definition of generation is that there are changing stimuli/influences 
over time that shapes persons in a generation, creating a typical generational persona. Those changing 
stimuli come in many different forms and can be verified to exist in many areas such as music, influential 
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persons (for example TIME Person of the Year), major historical events, or economic booms and 
downturns (McCrindle, 2011). Broadly speaking, the sociological generation is assumed to be shaped by 
the changing times. Here we can identify a problem: the whole cohort should then be subject to roughly 
the same influences in order to form a consistent cohort. But we know that the events shaping, for 
example, the western society was not fully present in the former east bloc (Costanza, et al., 2012). There 
is today, even if we are more globally oriented than before, a lot of cultural differences and barriers to 
influence (one extreme example should be the closed society of North Korea). We thus still need to be 
aware of cultural and global differences when investigating a generation (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). 
Regarding generation Z there are also concerns that this common influence (everyone in a cohort is 
subject to roughly the same influences via newspapers and television broadcast) is being replaced by 
individual streams of information on social media, such as Facebook (Parment, 2017).  

2.2.2 Defining Cohort Time Spans 

It should come as no surprise that defining the valid years for this kind of cohorts/generations is not 
fully consistent in literature. Even if the time spans for the generations ‘Veterans’ (more about generation 
naming later), ‘Baby Boomers’, generation ‘X’ and generation ‘Y’ are centered around a common mean, 
the start and end years may differ by several years. Some authors do not distinguish between generation X 
and Y at all (Costanza, et al., 2012). In earlier texts there is, of course, no reference to later generations 
(such as generation Z) but instead they state no end date of the current generation. For this thesis, we 
adopt the following dates of birth based on McCrindle (2011) and Costanza et al. (2012), well aware that 
persons at the extreme cohort ends could, using other equally valid definitions, belong to an adjacent 
generation/cohort. Arsenault (2004) identified that persons born close to a cohort year extreme (called 
cuspers), might exhibit ‘crossover’ effects – i.e. be exposed to influences of two different cohorts and thus 
hold beliefs that are a mix of the two. See Appendix A for an overview of different cohort year time spans 
used in literature. 

Generation Start year End year  
Alpha 2010 To be determined 
Z 1995 2009 
Y 1979 1994 
X 1965 1978 
Baby Boomers 1946 1964 
Veterans 1925 1945 
Table 2.1  Generations defined by date of birth (McCrindle, 2011) 

2.2.3 Cohort Naming 

If defining the valid span of years for a generation is challenging, the naming of those generations 
diverges even further. As an example, McCrindle (2011) lists between 16 and 22 different names for each 
generation. Those names are often a generalization of some characteristics that a generation is said to 
have (for example: Slackers or The Ironic Generation). The names could also follow a cyclic reference 
structure (for example: Pre-Boomers or Echo Boomers referring to the baby boom of the 1940s and their 
parents and children – i.e. again a biological naming scheme). Many names/characteristics are given with 
little support in form of references. The criticism by Costanza et al. (2012) and Lyons & Kuron (2013) 
regarding the study of generational differences and the lack of nuanced and theoretical research also hold 
for naming the generations. Since this thesis aims for a more quantitative than descriptive approach, the 
names in Table 2.1 were chosen, trying to avoid characteristics generalizations as much as possible, but 
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still keeping names that are common in this field. See Appendix B for a comprehensive (but not 
exhaustive) list of different cohort names found in literature. 

2.2.4 Cohort Theory versus Maturing 

There is another issue regarding generation cohort theory that requests attention. Is there a maturing 
move within a generation – i.e. will a young person change in characteristics, preferences and perceptions 
when they grow older or mature?  Is there a risk of finding perceptions that are not influenced by a 
generation, but rather by a more or less mature person regardless of generation? According to Lyons & 
Kuron (2013) we could expect that ‘...a generation’s identity emerges when its members enter into 
adulthood (between ages 17 and 25 years)’. This might affect our study of generation Z, whom today 
(2018) are in the range of 9 to 23 years old according to the definition presented earlier. Costanza et al. 
(2012) ask for longitudinal study designs as cross-sectional studies run the risk of mixing generation 
influenced perceptions with maturing or age influenced perceptions.  

2.2.5 Cohort Theory versus Primary and Secondary Values 

A further point of interest is the difference between primary values, which do not change after 
reaching adulthood, and secondary values which can change after entering adulthood (Parment, 2017). If 
only looking at primary values, those should stay the same and not mature within a cohort, but looking at 
secondary values those might change considerably with age, and thus not be a characteristic of a 
generation. In practice the competing explanations of cohort theory (some primary values are determined 
in which cohort you are born) and maturation theory (values change by age) need to be considered in a 
diversity study such as this thesis (Sessa, et al., 2007).  

2.3 Generations and their Perspectives on the Workplace  

Before taking a detailed look into the available literature on generational perspectives on leadership 
(section 2.4), we will start by taking a broader perspective and review the existing evidence of 
generational differences in perspectives of the workplace as a whole. With four different generations 
working today (Z, Y, X, Baby Boomers), and each of them having their own background, traits and 
values as described in section 2.2, it is of interest to understand if different generations also have different 
perspectives and expectations regarding the workplace.  

2.3.1 Workplace Perspectives 

When looking at available research, different viewpoints can be found regarding the topic generational 
workplace perspectives. Whereas some authors bring forward a number of significant differences in 
perspectives (Arsenault, 2004; Murphy, 2011; Wray-Lake, et al., 2011), others conclude that the various 
generations mostly share the same perspectives, and that any perceived differences are only minor or just 
as well explained by other variables than generation cohort theory (Costanza, et al., 2012; Rudolph, et al., 
2018). An important cautious note with regards to generational trends in the workplace is made by Lanier 
(2017): although trends found in research on generations can offer insights for leaders and managers, it 
should not be forgotten that each generation consist of individuals who ’bring their own unique 
perspectives and preferences to work’.   

In a review of available research on generational differences with regards to a number of work-related 
variables such as personality, work values, work attitudes, leadership, teamwork, work–life balance and 
career patterns, Lyon & Kuron (2013) conclude that the available research has mostly been qualitative, 
with inconsistent findings, and having numerous methodological shortcomings. Amongst the 
shortcomings is that many studies have not considered that the nature of jobs changes over time, the 
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effects of longer tenure, nor confounded for differences in organizations, industries, or across different 
regions. Despite these flaws, Lyon & Kuron state that there is sufficient ‘proof-of-concept’ to conclude 
that generational differences do impact the workplace, including such aspects as work values, career 
expectations, attitudes, teamwork and leadership. The authors recommend that future research on this 
topic should make use of quantitative measures, and a better theoretical context and methodology.   

In their meta-analysis Costanza et al. (2012) provide an overview of research focusing on the 
comparison of four generations regarding job satisfaction, organizational commitment and intent to 
turnover. The authors conclude that there were no significant differences between the groups regarding 
these three work-related criteria. Even in studies which did report subtle differences, a critical note is 
made that this could just as well be explained by other factors than generational membership. For 
example, a trend was seen that older generations have higher job satisfaction, which could also be 
explained by the correlation of tenure with age, and tenure generally giving higher job satisfaction. Other 
confound issues mentioned include organizational experience, technological advancements and time 
period (‘zeitgeist’). 

IBM conducted a study of nearly 1,800 employee s across 12 countries and 6 industries looking at 
work perceptions and preferences of generation Y compared to Baby Boomers and Generation X  (Baird, 
2015). The study showed that - despite popular stereotypes such as generation Y being lazy, selfish, 
entitled, constantly online and always looking for praise - generation Y’s preferences in fact were highly 
similar to those of older generations when looking at career goals, need for feedback, collaboration styles, 
decision making, and motivations for changing jobs. 

Despite the lack of strong quantitative data from literature, stereotypes on generational differences in 
the workplace are common. One such overview listing generation specific viewpoints on salary, benefits, 
type of work and work environment is presented in Table 2.2 (Saleh, 2007).  

Work aspect Baby Boomers Generation X Generation Y Generation Z 
Salary Competitive salary Competitive salary, 

but mostly looking 
at balanced salary 
& benefits  

High expectations 
which are not 
always realistic to 
meet  

Similar to Gen Y 

Benefits Adjusted to 
situation and 
needs, e.g. care for 
elderly dependents 

Adjusted to 
situation and 
needs, e.g. 
regarding child 
care, flexible hours  

Choice and 
flexibility 

Similar to Gen Y 

Type of work Opportunities to 
advance and 
diversify to keep 
work interesting 

Similar to Baby 
Boomers, 
expansion of 
knowledge and 
skills 

Meaningful work, 
frequent and 
constructive 
feedback  

Similar to GenY, 
special focus on 
teambuilding & 
conflict resolution 

Work 
environment 

Good work-life 
balance and 
managing stress 
levels 

Fun and family-
like workplace, 
mentoring instead 
of micro-managing 

State-of-the-art 
technology, safety 
& social workplace 

Similar to Gen Y 

Other Looking towards 
retirement soon 

May be 
‘sandwiched’ 
employees 

Can commit to an 
organization if 
their ideas are 
valued 

Not used to dealing 
with conflict due to 
protective 
upbringing 

Table 2.2  Generation specific viewpoints for the workplace (Saleh, 2007) 
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As this thesis focusses on generation Z, a further detailed analysis of the generational differences in 
perspectives on the workplace is beyond scope. The interested reader is referred to the works of Murphy 
(2011), Lyons & Kuron (2013) and Costanza et al. (2012) as starting point for a deep-dive in this field.  

2.3.2 Generation Z Workplace Perspectives 

Where much research is available comparing generation X, Y, and older generations in the workplace, 
not that much structured research is available to date on comparing generation Z with other generations. 
This is most likely explained by the fact that simply not that many of generation Z have entered the active 
workplace yet: the oldest members of generation Z are now 23 years of age. A summary of identified 
literature focusing on generation Z is presented in the remainder of this paragraph.  

Lanier (2017) reviews the findings of a study performed by The Forum Corporation (2016), and 
describes that generation Z has a high expectation on diversity, an entrepreneurial spirit, and a focus on 
stability, security, safety and privacy in the workplace. An interesting observation is that despite being 
constantly ‘on-line’, generation Z appears to have a preference for face-to-face interaction at the 
workplace. Furthermore, generation Z, being raised in an era surrounded by technology, is described as 
‘tech-savvy’, and this competence is brought into the workplace. A slightly different point of view on this 
is brought forward by Kapil & Roy (2014), who state that although generation Z is very proficient in 
using new technology, they could practically be less technically skilled than previous generations in 
understanding the technology and programming behind the device.   

The survey performed by The Forum Corporation (2016) also showed a significant difference between 
the expectations of generation Z, and the manager’s perceptions of these expectations. A majority of 
business leaders indicated to be poorly prepared, and have concerns about not being able to meet 
generation Z’s expectations for the workplace.  

Stuckey (2016) puts forward a picture of generation Z having a short attention span, and therefore 
preferring a fast-pace work environment where they can quickly advance and get positive feedback. High 
salary is expected, as well as flexible working conditions providing a good work-life balance, job security 
and opportunities for training and development.    

In a study of 1,000 people in 10 countries, Millennial Branding and Randstad US compared workplace 
expectations of generation Z with generation Y (Schawbel, 2014). Amongst their conclusions is that 
compared to generation Y, generation Z is more entrepreneurial, more inclined towards face-to-face 
communication, and has a lower focus on salary, looking more for career development. Furthermore, 
generation Z is said to be less entitled, more realistic, better prepared, and less inclined to switch jobs.  

Based on Schawbel’s study, Kubátová (2016) investigated work related attitudes of generation Z in the 
Czech Republic. The nature of the work and the colleagues to work with were found to be of the highest 
interest. Also, this study confirmed that generation Z prefers face-to-face communication over digital 
communication. A further trend is the increase in preference to work independent, instead of working at a 
traditional company. To combine the trend for independence with the need of social contact, the author 
concludes that so called co-working centers where flexible office spaces can be rented could become 
more popular.   

Desai & Lele (2017) studied generation Z’s perceptions and attitude towards internet, social media and 
their beliefs for the workplace. Although the authors indicate to be cautious in generalizing the results of 
this short study, it was concluded that important elements for generation Z in the ideal workplace are 
teamwork, and flexibility to switch workplaces.  

In a study of career and workplace perceptions of generation Z in Romania (Iorgulescu, 2016), it was 
found that there is a preference for working in groups in open-space offices. Further findings indicated 
that job security, good salary, development and mentoring were of importance to Romania’s generation Z.  
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Ozkan & Solmaz (2015) investigated 276 university students in Turkey for their perceptions on work 
by using the Minnesota Job Satisfaction and Personal Inventory Scale. Teamwork, independence, 
stability, meaningful work, and opportunities for development were found to be important aspects for 
generation Z. 

In addition to the relatively small body of research on generation Z, a number of internet sources 
discuss generation Z in a more qualitative manner, and provide further insight about the new generation Z 
and their expectations on the workplace. Generation Z is described as independent, diverse, having a 
preference for in-person over digital contact (Levit, 2015), very entrepreneurial, seeking a good work/life 
balance and job security (Dill, 2015), pragmatic, cautious, tech-dependent and potentially disruptive 
(Jenkins, 2015). 

Although available research brings forward different points of view, it can be concluded that 
generational differences exist in perspectives on the workplace (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). Looking at 
generation Z, the available research shows that they will bring their own set of perspectives and 
expectations to the workplace, which could be challenging for leaders and managers to meet (The Forum 
Corporation, 2016).  

2.4 Generations and their Perspectives on Leadership 

After reviewing the differences in generational perspectives on the workplace as a whole, we will now 
take a closer look at leadership. Leadership can have a significant positive impact on organizational 
performance (DuBrin, 2013, pp. 7-8). Looking more closely at the concept of leadership, it has become 
clear that there is a complex interaction ongoing between leadership behavior, follower behavior and 
circumstances (Northouse, cited in Lyons & Kuron 2013). One important piece in this puzzle is to 
understand the role of perceptions on effective leadership across the different generations.    

2.4.1 Leadership Perspectives 

There is an active debate about the existence of generational differences in leadership perspectives. 
Opinions range from generational differences being ‘a legitimate diversity issue that organizations need to 
recognize and understand and an issue that needs to be addressed in developing current and future 
leaders’ (Arsenault, 2004), to a viewpoint that ‘a moratorium [should] be placed upon the application of 
the ideas of generations and generational differences to leadership theory, research and practice’ 
(Rudolph, et al., 2018). 

In their comprehensive literature study, Lyons & Kuron (2013) conclude that generational differences 
on leadership perspectives exist. In general, it was found that relationship oriented leadership styles (e.g. 
support, trust and interpersonal dependability) gained importance, and task oriented approaches (e.g. 
personal competence, credibility and foresight) became less important for the younger generations. This 
indicates a shift from seeking leaders who focus on ‘task and organizational success’ towards those who 
focus on ‘individual fulfillment’. The authors caution that a theoretical framework is missing to explain 
the found trend, and that available research did not take into account other possible factors such as effects 
of tenure, experience and maturity.    

Sessa et al. (2007) investigated generational differences in leader values and leadership behaviors over 
four generations in the United States. Significant differences in preference for the following attributes 
values were found: credible, listens well, farsighted, focused, dedicated and optimistic. As top attribute, 
generation Y preferred dedicated above credible (which was the top-ranking attribute for older 
generations), farsighted and dependable being ranked lower by generation Y.  

Table 2.3 summarizes preferred leadership styles per generation, as identified by Arsenault (2004) 
based on available literature. When looking into preferred leadership traits, Arsenault identified that 
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loyalty and honesty became less important, and ambition, imagination and determination became more 
important to successive generations. 

Generation Preferred leadership style 
Veteran Directive, simple and clear 

Well-defined formal hierarchy with high loyalty 
Baby Boomer Collegial and consensual, going against hierarchy 

Sharing responsibility and respect each other’s autonomy 
Generation X Egalitarian instead of authoritative 

Fair, competent, straightforward and honest  
Generation Y Polite, focus on collective action and change 
Table 2.3  Preferred generational leadership styles (Arsenault, 2004) 

In contrast to the body of research indicating differences in the perspective on leadership by different 
generations, other studies point to that fact that there are much more similarities than differences in this 
matter. A recent critical review article by Rudolph et al. (2018) presents an overview of available theory 
and empirical research on leadership and generations at work. The authors go so far as to call for a stop 
on this line of research as in their opinion it is based on flawed assumptions, lacking possibilities for 
accurate testing, and no consistent empirical evidence being available from previous research. In their 
opinion, generation as a higher order construct is not a valid approach to explain individual-level 
perspectives, and alternative explanations such as lifespan perspectives should be considered.   

Gentry et al. (2011) studied American managers from three different generations, looking at 16 
different leadership practices and found no statistically significant differences. Ahn & Ettner (2014) 
identified 8 important leadership themes and compared perceptions on these of CEOs and MBA students. 
No significant difference was found, leading the authors to conclude that leadership values such as 
integrity, leadership by example, trust, fairness and humility may be considered fundamental human 
values which remain the same over time.  

Much of recent research on leadership perspectives focused on investigating generation Y in a 
narrower context such as young German professionals (Nazarian, et al., 2017), hospitality students in the 
Northeast-Midwest regions of the United States (Maier, et al., 2015), professionals in academic libraries 
(Graybill, 2014), a consultancy firm in Sweden (Rosander, 2014) and business students from three 
universities in the United States (Dulin, 2008). All these studies indicated a trend where generation Y is 
more focused on relationship related aspects over task related aspects.  

2.4.2 Generation Z Leadership Perspectives 

Looking more specifically at generation Z, little research has been published to date. In the study of 
Millennial Branding and Randstad US (Schawbel, 2014), generation Y and Z were found to have highly 
similar expectations regarding leadership traits. Both generations find honesty the most important trait for 
a good a leader, followed by having a solid vision and good communication skills. Besides the 
similarities, smaller differences were found where generation Z has a slightly higher preference for 
managers listening to their ideas and opinions, and generation Y having a higher preference for managers 
who allow them to work autonomously.  

The study by The Forum Corporation (2016) showed that generation Z prefers a manager who can be a 
good mentor, has a need for autonomy, and dislikes managers who tell them what to do. Trust and 
receiving regular appreciation are other characteristics found to be important in this study.  

In a critical review article about generation Z at the workplace, Kapil & Roy (2014) present an 
interesting standpoint that generation Z could quickly take over the leadership role in organizations. Their 
reasoning is based on the observation that Baby Boomers in leadership roles will start to retire, generation 
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Y has a soft view on leadership, and generation X has a lack of interest in leadership, preferring to ’go 
home to their kids’.   

To summarize, the limited available literature indicates that generation Z and generation Y share quite 
similar perspectives on leadership, and relationship related aspects appear on the foreground.   

2.5 Leadership Traits Theory 

The final part of our theoretical framework is leadership traits theory which is presented in this 
section. This theory was chosen as underlying structure for our investigation of generational perspectives 
on leadership. Leadership traits theory focuses on trying to predict emergence, effectiveness and 
promotion of leaders by investigating traits (roughly personal qualities or characteristics) that those 
leaders, or leader candidates, display. Those traits should be able to predict new leaders (emergence), 
performance of existing leaders (effectiveness) and also advancement to higher leadership positions 
(promotion).  

2.5.1 Leadership Traits Theory History 

The leadership traits theory has a long history beginning around 1869 (Zaccaro, 2007) when Francis 
Galton (a cousin of Charles Darwin) published ‘Hereditary Genius’. The idea that ‘…leadership as a 
unique property of extraordinary individuals /…/ not amendable to development interventions…’ defined 
the leadership traits theory research until the 1950s. This narrow view on leadership traits was criticized 
and rejected by many scholars, but a revival occurred after empirical studies in the 2000s found that 
‘…traits do matter in the prediction of leader effectiveness’ (Zaccaro, 2007).   

2.5.2 Personality, Task Related, Leadership Motives and Cognitive Factors 

As a foundation for leadership traits theory stands the notion that personal characteristics are closely 
related to personal behavior in a leadership situation. DuBrin (2013) exemplifies ‘…creative thinking 
ability (a characteristic) helps a leader formulate an exciting vision (leadership behavior).’ A list of 
personal characteristics that might influence leadership effectiveness can be made very long. DuBrin 
(2013) classifies leadership characteristics into several groups: general personality traits, task-related 
personality traits, leadership motives and cognitive factors. Table 2.4 summarizes the traits most often 
shown to influence leadership effectiveness. 

Trait Description 
General personality traits 
 Self-confidence Being self-assured and able to project that to the group; related 

to maintaining composure during a crisis 
 Humility Admitting that you don’t know or can’t do everything; related 

to being modest and acknowledging mistakes 
 Core self-evaluations A combination of self-esteem, locus of control, self-efficacy, 

and emotional stability; related to being able to control (parts) 
of the external environment 

 Trustworthiness Behavior is consistent with outspoken intention; related to 
high integrity and honoring made deals or promises 

 Authenticity Being yourself; related to practicing personal values 
consistently and establishing long-term meaningful relations 

 Extraversion Being outgoing and energized by interactions in a group; 
strongest relation to leadership emergence 

 
(table continued on next page) 
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Trait Description 
 Assertiveness Being forthright in expressing opinions, feelings, and 

attitudes; related to being able to deal with conflict situations 
 Enthusiasm, Optimism, and 

Warmth 
Maintaining an upbeat attitude; related to building good 
relationships 

 Sense of Humor Could be considered a behavior; related to the leader being 
approachable by the group members 

  
Task-related personality traits 
 Passion for the work and people Passion for reaching company goals; entrepreneurs often 

displays this kind of passion for their endeavors 
 Emotional intelligence Awareness about one self, the social setting, and interpersonal 

relations; related to self-control and empathy  
 Flexibility and adaptability Being able to adjust to different situations; related to being 

effective in many different situations 
 Internal locus of control See Core self-evaluations above; related to taking 

responsibility for situations 
 Courage Taking initiative and putting one’s reputation at risk; related to 

taking calculated risks 
  
Leadership motives (task-related) 
 The power motive Can be divided into personal power motive (the leader’s own 

interest) and social power motive (helping others); both types 
are related to leadership initiative and influence 

 The drive and achievement motive Investing energy and accomplishing things (maybe for their 
own sake); related to responsibility, risk taking, innovation 
and planning 

 Tenacity and resilience Following through even if the endeavor takes a long time; 
related to not giving up but finding new ways to succeed 

  
Cognitive Factors 
 Analytical intelligence Not only meaning high IQ, but also a practical ability; could 

be described as business ‘street smart’ 
 Knowledge of the business or 

group task 
Important when leading a group of specialists, but also 
includes general knowledge of what the business/group is 
trying to achieve; related to strategy formulation 

 Creativity Ability to come up with original solutions to problems; related 
to both continuous improvements and breakthrough 
achievements 

 Insight into people and situations Could also be called intuition or common sense; related to 
being able to take decisions without perfect information – to 
quickly size up a situation 

 Farsightedness and conceptual 
thinking 

Being able to understand long-term implications and high 
level relations; related to vision and strategy creation 

Table 2.4  Traits influencing leadership effectiveness (DuBrin, 2013) 

2.5.3 Are Leaders Born or Made? 

One central question regarding leadership traits theory is if one is born (heredity) a leader or can be 
trained (environment) to become one. According to DuBrin (2013) the standpoint today is that there is 
both evidence of ‘…heredity and environment. Leaders are both born and made’. Regarding the traits, it 
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is not known which traits are absolutely necessary, or to what degree a trait is beneficial, for leadership 
emergence, effectiveness or promotion. As example, having too much self-confidence, a trait generally 
considered important, could in many situations have a negative correlation to leadership effectiveness. As 
a final note from DuBrin (2013) one need to be aware that leadership traits cannot be viewed in isolation. 
Leader behaviors (maybe influenced by leader traits) as well as the situation at hand and tactics used to 
influence the group matters also. 

2.5.4 Distal and Proximal Attributes of Leader Emergence, Effectiveness and Promotion 

Zaccaro (2007) emphasizes that we need to make leadership attributes ‘…organized in a coherent and 
meaningful conceptual construction’ rather than merely providing a long list. One way of doing this is to 
look at ‘integrated constellations of attributes’ since leadership attributes typically do not add linear but 
provides meaning curvilinear (i.e. with an optimum, nonlinear, mix).  One example presented by Zaccaro 
is that ‘initiating structure’ (generally considered a good trait) without ‘consideration’ does not provide 
effective leadership but rather high employee turnover. The conceptual structure that Zaccaro advocates 
are ‘distal attributes’ that influences ‘proximal attributes’ that influences, via leader processes, the 
outcome in form of leader emergence, effectiveness, and promotion. 

Distal attributes are trait like attributes that are the same across different situations. In this group one 
finds personality, cognitive abilities and motive values. These distal attributes are hard to change and 
might even be considered inherited. Leadership training is thus not that efficient regarding those 
attributes, even if trying to act more in line with them. For example, extraversion could be attempted (see 
(DuBrin, 2013, p. 77 example of Michael Dell). The distal attributes influence the proximal attributes. 
Proximal attributes are state-like and situational (depends on the situation at hand). In this group, one 
finds problem solving skills, social skills and expertise/tacit knowledge. These attributes are subject to 
maturation and experience; training can give good effects. The proximal attributes, depending on situation 
and leader processes (i.e. tactics) predict leader emergence, effectiveness, and promotion according to 
Zaccaro (2007). For an overview of this interaction model, see Figure 2.2. 

 
Figure 2.2  Leader Traits based on Zaccaro’s model (Wikipedia, 2017a) 

Table 2.5 presents a list of leadership traits grouped according to distal and proximal attributes 
(Zaccaro, 2007), for comparison with the DuBrin list earlier in this chapter (Table 2.4). As both Zaccaro 
and DuBrin emphasize: such lists can never be complete or exhaustive. 
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Distal attributes Proximal attributes 
Extraversion Oral/written communication 
Agreeableness Interpersonal skills/self-regulation 
Conscientiousness (efficient, organized) Problem solving skills 
Openness to experience (new ideas) Decision making 
Neuroticism/emotional stability Technical knowledge (business or task) 
Honesty/integrity Management skills 
Charisma  
Intelligence  
Creativity  
Achievement motivation  
Need for power/motivation to lead  
Table 2.5  Distal and proximal attributes (Zaccaro, 2007) 

2.5.5 Leader Trait Emergence Effectiveness (LTTE) 

Another view on leadership traits is developed by Judge et al. (2009). Their ‘Leader Trait Emergence 
Effectiveness’ (LTTE) model focuses on traits, mediators and perceived leadership emergence and 
effectiveness, as well as the extension of leadership traits into bright and dark sides. The basis for this 
model was the finding that ‘…four of the Big Five traits had non-trivial correlations with leadership 
emergence and effectiveness: extraversion, conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness to 
experience’ (Judge, et al., 2009). The model thus includes the Big Five traits as well as core self-
evaluations, intelligence and charisma. Interesting enough some traits generally considered being ‘dark 
traits’ such as narcissism, hubris, dominance and Machiavellianism are also included (more about this 
below). Those traits are then modified in a non-trivial way using mediators ‘getting along’, ‘getting 
ahead’, ‘providing meaning’ and ‘skills and abilities’ in order to provide a prediction on leadership 
emergence and effectiveness.  

As Zaccaro, also Judge et al. state that the traits only give meaning when combined. Extraverted and 
agreeable individuals are more likely to ‘getting along’ (i.e. cooperate) while those who are conscientious, 
extraverted and emotionally stable are more likely to ‘getting ahead’ (i.e. lead). Open, intelligent and 
charismatic persons are more likely to ‘provide meaning’ (i.e. influence). Skills and abilities are, in a 
broad sense, more like Zaccaro’s proximal attributes. The dark traits of narcissism, hubris, dominance and 
Machiavellian are more likely leading to ‘getting ahead’ than ‘getting along’.  

While Zaccaro describes the traits as curvilinear related to leader emergency and effectiveness, Judge 
et al. (2009) refer to ‘dark side of bright traits’ as well as ‘bright side of dark traits’. Extreme levels of a 
bright trait (generally considered positively correlated to leadership), such as extraversion, can lead to 
excessive risk taking and adventurism that threatens the stability of a group. In some situations, where 
bold or aggressive actions are called for, narcissism (generally considered a dark trait) could actually be 
favorable since decisive action is a bright side of the dark trait of narcissism. We are here, of course, only 
considering ‘normal’ personality trait variations and not clinical or personality disorders (Judge, et al., 
2009). 

In the LTTE model, leadership emergence and effectiveness are treated both from a perception 
(subjective) perspective as well as an objective perspective. In this thesis, we are most interested in the 
perception part where emergence of a leader and effectiveness of a leader is what persons would like to 
describe as leader-like or effective. To make a complete evaluation of leadership traits, one would also 
have to evaluate if the traits actually are connected to emergence or effectiveness from an objective point 
of view (i.e. actually becoming a leader and performing leadership duties efficiently). 
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Figure 2.3  The Leader Trait Emergence Effectiveness (LTTE) Model (Judge, et al., 2009) 

2.6 Summary Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 

Summarizing the theoretical framework outlined in chapter 2, we aim in this thesis to investigate the 
perceptions of Swedish generation Z on leadership traits by:   

Using a cohort definition of generation (see chapter 2.2), being aware of that there exist several 
different definitions on years included in a cohort, persons at the extreme ends of cohorts (cuspers) will be 
subject to influences from two different time periods, and that there are both primary values (not changing 
with maturation) and secondary values (changing with maturation). Those effects will reduce the 
difference between two adjacent cohorts implying that differences could be more pronounced looking 
over several cohorts (i.e. comparing generation X to Z rather than Y to Z since the latter are adjacent 
cohorts). 

Using input from several (diverging) studies into generational perspectives on the workplace (see 
chapter 2.3) taking into account that there are only few studies into generation Z as well as that the 
mentioned studies often are descriptive/qualitative rather than quantitative. Those studies provide us with 
a ‘proof-of-concept’ of generational variances in perceptions that we aim to investigate further.  

Using earlier studies on different generational leadership perceptions (see chapter 2.4), which give a 
proof-of-concept regarding which leadership traits to investigate further, as well as a reference for our 
findings. From those studies difference between 1) scoring of certain leadership traits within a generation 
2) scoring of certain leadership traits between generations 3) variance between proximal and distal 
leadership attributes 4) scoring of relationship oriented traits versus task oriented traits will be used. See 
hypotheses below for details. Even if there will be perceptions shared by all generations, we will be 
looking for variations regarding generation Z’s perceptions vis-a-vi earlier generations. 

Using leadership traits theory as a basis for investigation, which will make it possible to avoid 
generalizations based on a list of interesting traits (a leadership ‘wish-list’ that can never be complete or 
exhaustive) and instead focus on investigating the relevance of different traits from a model perspective 
where combinations of traits and groups of traits interact to be able to predict leadership emergence, 
effectiveness and promotion. From DuBrin (2013) we use the division into personality traits, task-related 
traits (including leadership motives) and cognitive factors. From Zaccaro (2007) we use the division of 
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traits into distal attributes and proximal attributes. From the LTTE model by Judge et al. (2009) we use 
the Big Five traits.  

Influenced by the various critiques on typical shortcomings in research about generational differences 
in the workplace (Lyons & Kuron, 2013; Costanza, et al., 2012) as described in chapter 2.3, and the 
methodological and theoretical considerations in survey research as presented by Friedrich et al. (2009), 
we also evaluate an alternative model to test for differences in workplace perspectives. 
 

This summary leads to the following research questions and corresponding hypotheses: 

1) How are leadership traits perceived by the Swedish generation Z? 

Hypothesis 1: There will be statistically significant (within generation) differences between the mean 
                       scores for the individual leadership traits given by Swedish generation Z  

In other words, it should be possible to show that some traits are perceived to be more important                       
than others. These differences are expected to exist based on research on other (i.e. Y, X and Baby 
Boomers) generations, indicating that each generation has distinctive preferences regarding leadership 
traits (Arsenault, 2004; Sessa, et al., 2007). 
 

2) How do the leadership trait perceptions of generation Z compare to older generations Y, X and  
Baby Boomers? 

Hypothesis 2: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                       leadership traits between the generations (between groups) 

This hypothesis is based on research on older (i.e. Y, X and Baby Boomers) generations, indicating that 
statistically significant between generation differences exist regarding preferred leadership traits 
(Arsenault, 2004; Sessa, et al., 2007). 
 

3) Can Zaccarro’s model of proximal versus distal traits be found back in the scoring of the various 
leadership traits? 

Hypothesis 3: The variance of the scoring of the individual leadership traits within 
                       generation Z will be higher for proximal traits than distal traits. 

According to Zaccaro’s model (2007), distal traits are the same across different situations, and proximal 
traits are situational. Therefore, it is expected that scoring on proximal traits has a higher variance than 
that for the distal traits (within a group).  
 

4) Can trends regarding leadership traits preferences, as identified in literature referenced in chapter 2.4, 
be confirmed? 

Hypothesis 4: Task oriented leadership traits have lower mean scorings in successive generations 
                       (i.e. Baby Boomers will have the highest scoring and Generation Z the lowest scoring) 

This hypothesis is based on research as summarized by Lyons & Kuron (2013) which indicates that 
relationship focused leadership traits are scored higher by successive generations, and task oriented traits 
scored lower. 
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5) Do differences in organizations influence the perceptions of preferred leadership traits? 

Hypothesis 5: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                       leadership traits between different organizations 

This hypothesis is based on one of the critiques about earlier research on generational differences in the 
workplace (Lyons & Kuron, 2013), that control for organization is required. It also touches upon the need 
to test for alternative models in survey research, as suggested by Friedrich et al. (2009). 
 
Further details on operationalization of the hypotheses will be presented in chapter 3.5.5. 

This study contributes to theory by, for the first time to the authors’ knowledge, combining generation 
cohort theory with leadership traits theory. Furthermore, it contributes to practice by increasing the insight 
into the Swedish generation Z’s preference regarding leadership, helping managers and leaders to prepare 
for this new generation entering the workplace. 
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter, the approach and methodology is described which was used to study the leadership 
traits perceptions of the different generations. Since we are studying a sensitive topic, we start by stating 
our approach to ethics, where after we discuss which data was collected and how this was performed. The 
largest part of this chapter is devoted to operationalization and applied statistical analysis methods. 

3.1 Ethics 

This section is based on input from Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010, pp. 20-24) and the Social Research 
Association (2018). 

Data collected from the respondents needs to be treated with care, since we are investigating relations 
between age/generation and values/perceptions held. This is sensitive personal information in its own 
right. Furthermore, those values or perceptions (connected to individuals) could be tempting for the 
respondent’s managers to evaluate. Therefore, it was made sure that 1) we got the consent from the 
respondents to gather the data, and explained why we collected the specific data 2) made sure that the 
data was treated confidentiality 3) made sure the data was only used for its stated purpose 4) anonymized 
the respondents’ data in the report.  

We believe that it was more important to inform the respondents of our purpose, and the sensitivity of 
the questions (and thus have a risk of a higher rate of dropouts), than not to inform. We also chose to 
refrain from gathering other sensitive data (such as gender or race) since such data, however interesting it 
might be, is not directly connected to our research. All potential respondents (i.e. persons that were 
approached to complete the survey) will be provided with a link to the final report, thus avoiding 
collection of respondents contact information such as e-mail. 

Some of the values or perceptions that are investigated have strict sociological or psychological 
meanings and definitions that the respondents could not be expected to have knowledge of. The survey 
questions were therefore phrased and explained in laymen’s terms, while still maintaining sufficient 
scientific clarity. 

Special care was taken in evaluating the results (relations and correlations between generation/age and 
perceptions/values). Limitations and assumptions for conclusions are stated in the discussion and 
conclusions chapters. Statistical methods and tests (see section 3.5) were used to evaluate the data, 
whereby striving for objectivity and avoiding biased generalizations.  

3.2 Data Collection 

3.2.1 Primary Data 

The applied survey methodology aimed to collect primary data (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 90-94, 
99-100) regarding perceptions of leadership traits by different generations. To the authors’ knowledge, 
there is no such study done yet – i.e. there is limited secondary data in this field. Studies such as reported 
by Arsenault (2004), Sessa et al. (2007), Ahn & Ettner (2014) and Gentry et al. (2011) touch upon our 
research area, and were used as reference, comparison and discussion. Ultimately, they lacked the specific 
data connecting generation and perception of leadership traits that was therefore collected in this thesis 
work. 
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3.2.2 Quantitative Study – Analytical Survey 

A quantitative study approach was selected; not because quantitative studies are necessarily better than 
qualitative studies (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 104-107), but because this field of study lacks, in our 
view, quantitative studies. This view is also shared by Costanza et al. (2012) and Lyons & Kuron (2013). 
At the same time, we consider the study of generation Z’s perceptions on leadership traits to be 
exploratory research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 106) due to its relative novelty. Taking the above into 
consideration we opted for an analytical survey based study. Analytical surveys are good to ‘…test a 
theory by taking the logic into the field, for example to understand the relationship between [entities]’ 
(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 119).  

For our analytical survey, the independent variable is generation belonging and the dependent 
variables scoring (perception) on the importance of certain leadership traits. With a survey, a fair number 
of respondents can easily be reached. Alternative to survey could have been to perform (semi) structured 
interviews. In order to draw statistically valid conclusions, many interviews would have been needed, 
which is out of scope for a master thesis. Since our study is partly explorative, a case study could also 
have been an option; but since leadership traits perceptions easily can be studied outside the companies 
natural setting (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 109-111) we favored the analytical survey. 

Surveys do have some drawbacks that need to be considered. Drop-out rates might be high due to the 
non-personal appeal of a survey. This was attempted to be mitigated to some extent by making a personal 
connection to the respondents and also promising to send them the report. The scope of the survey was 
limited in order for respondents to actually finalize the survey. There is, however, not a definition of what 
‘short’ is (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 122). A survey is also a ‘one-shot’ interaction with the 
respondents. Ambiguous and poorly stated questions cannot be corrected once the survey is sent out (as it 
could in an interview). The survey was therefore tried out on a few respondents, before it was sent out to 
the larger group. Since our interest is comparing perceptions of generations in a quantitative manner, a 
structured survey approach was preferred above a semi-structured one (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 
118). At the end of the survey, a comments box was included where the respondent could share any 
further views. 

3.2.3 Cross-sectional versus Longitudinal 

The analytical survey was designed as a cross-sectional sample of leadership trait perceptions. Many 
scholars, for example Costanza et al. (2012) and Lyons & Kuron (2013), argue for time-lag or 
longitudinal studies that should be able to identify maturing effects versus generational effects. Such a 
study is however out of the scope for a master thesis due to time restrictions.  

3.3 Selection 

3.3.1 Unit of Analysis 

Our unit of analysis is professionals, or soon to be professionals in the case of generation Z, working 
in a more or less hierarchical business setting. By more or less hierarchical we mean a setting where there 
exists, or should exist, a leader, manager, or boss. Sole proprietorship business (Swe: enskild firma) is 
thus excluded.  

In this unit of analysis there is a difference between persons already employed and those about to be 
employed. This difference is probably lessened to some extent by many students having been exposed to 
a hierarchical business setting as part-time workers or summer interns, meaning that there will be 
perceptions of leadership, even if one is still at university. Our unit of analysis is divided into cohort 
generations. One prerequisite for forming a cohort is that all persons in the cohort were subject to roughly 
the same stimuli (see chapter 2.2). We therefore limited our unit of analysis to people studying or working 
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in Sweden. There will still be different stimuli, but by limiting the study we do not need to consider major 
cultural differences or barriers to influence.  

3.3.2 Inclusion and Delimitations 

Our primary goal in this study is generation Z and comparison with earlier generations (X, Y, and 
Baby Boomers). By excluding retired persons (Veterans), we do not compromise the goal of the study. 
This leaves us with employed persons – among those we judge that there will be a relatively small 
number of generation Z, meaning that we needed to include people soon to be employed; such as 
university students. 

It was decided that the sample of the population is persons employed at Softhouse Consulting AB (a 
software consultancy company in southern Sweden), Akzo Nobel in Stenungsund (a specialty chemicals 
company in western Sweden), and engineering students3 at BTH (Blekinge Tekniska Högskola), Sweden, 
born in 1995-1997. With the first two companies, the authors have a direct personal link and with the 
BTH we are fellow students, thus giving a personal connection in order to decrease the drop-out rate. This 
sample is to some extent a convenience sample (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 139-141), but we judge 
that by including those entities we will get a sample from which conclusions can be drawn. 

The drawbacks of this sample are that we focused on white collar employees and university students. 
Furthermore, only two different industries (software and chemicals) were studied, whereas in the 
complete population there are many other groups (such as blue collar workers), and many other industries 
and organizations. The strength of the sample is that we are indeed investigating the perceptions on 
leadership traits in defined groups, including the relevant generations as well as different professions like 
R&D, HR, manufacturing and marketing. Thereby we should be able to make inferences about white 
collar workers and students in technical, manufacturing and IT positions in Sweden, and their leadership 
traits perceptions. 

3.3.3 Sample Size 

Sample size is a challenging question (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 144-148), and the limited 
number of responses which can be expected from a targeted survey needs special considerations regarding 
statistical tests (see section 3.5).  

The standard deviations for correlations between age/generation and leadership traits are not directly 
known. Based on data from Gentry et al. (2011), we made an initial assumption for a standard deviation 
of ca. 1.2 within a generation when using a Likert scale of 1-10 for perceptions of leadership traits. In 
order to stay within a 95% confidence interval that a response is an 8 and not 7 in the Likert scale, we 
need the error to be less than 0.5 which gives that we need at least 23 responses in each generation, using 
Equation 3.1 (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 145).  

 
Equation 3.1 

where 

n = sample size  
SD = standard deviation of mean 

H = half of the precision interval 

                                                   
3 Included were students from the BTH programs:  IT Security, Data & Media Technology, Industrial Economics, 
Mechanical Engineering, and Games & Software Development. 
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A lower limit on number of completed (all traits rated) responses regarding the four generations (Baby 
Boomers, X, Y and Z) would therefore be 23 x 4 = 92. If we on the other hand would like to make 
inferences about the whole studying and working population in Sweden4 with a 5% significance level and 
95% confidence interval, we would need to have at least 386 complete responses (SurveyMonkey 
Corporation, 2018). 

3.4 Operationalization  

3.4.1 Independent Variable 

Our independent variable in this survey is generation (cohort) belonging. Year of birth was therefore 
set as a mandatory question, because without it nothing could be analyzed. Based on birth year, the 
answers were grouped into generations/cohorts. Table 3.1 shows the chosen cohort definition to be used 
in the data analysis. 

Generation Start year End year  
Z 1995 2009 
Y 1979 1994 
X 1965 1978 
Baby Boomers 1946 1964 
Table 3.1  Cohort definition used in data analysis 

3.4.2 Dependent Variables – Likert Scale 

Our dependent variables are the different leadership traits. We are, broadly speaking, looking for 
correlation and statistical significant differences within and between generations and therefore we chose 
to use a Likert scale, which is an ordinal scale (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 76-78), meaning that we 
can say that something is less or more important than something else. Another way to obtain perceptions 
would be by strict ranking of traits (implying several iterations in a survey since the number of traits that 
can be ranked is limited), which was used for example by Sessa et al. (2007). This method is, according to 
the authors, considered cumbersome in that filling out the survey is hard and time consuming - probably 
leading to a higher drop-out rate. There are also examples of mixed methods where a strict ranking and 
ordinal data (Likert scale 1-5) were applied, see for example Gentry at al. (2011). For ease of survey 
construction, and ease of data analysis, it was chosen to only use ordinal perception data collection (i.e. 
Likert scale). 

A Likert scale can be constructed in many ways. In Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010, pp. 76-77) the ordinal 
scale is centered around a neutral middle (for example range from very dissatisfied to very satisfied). In, 
Arsenault (2004) and Gentry et al. (2011) scales from ‘not important’ to ‘very important’ are used – i.e. 
without a neutral middle. For this thesis, it was decided to use a Likert scale from 1-10 (with 10 meaning 
most important) without a neutral middle, as this neutral middle could provide an ‘escape route’ (Ghauri 
& Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 123-125) for responders; i.e. it is easy to just state that a trait is neutrally 
important and not needing to take a stand. 

3.4.3 Selection of Dependent Variables 

The selection of traits which were included in the survey was based on earlier research (Ahn & Ettner, 
2014; Arsenault, 2004; Gentry, et al., 2011; Sessa, et al., 2007), and the three aspects of leadership traits 
described in chapter 2.6 (DuBrin, 2013; Zaccaro, 2007; Judge, et al., 2009). Linking to both earlier 

                                                   
4 Estimated circa 6 million (IndexMundi, 2018) 
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research and the three aspects of leadership traits we have the opportunity to compare and discuss our 
results in relation to other scholars. Table 3.2 lists the initial compilation of traits based on our three 
aspects (DuBrin, Zaccaro, Judge) of leadership traits theory. 
 

Trait Connection to Theory 
Self-confidence Personality (DuBrin) 
Humility Personality 
Self-esteem Personality, LTTE (Judge) 
Trustworthiness Personality 
Authenticity Personality 
Extraversion Personality, LTTE, Distal (Zaccaro) 
Assertiveness Personality 
Enthusiasm Personality 
Sense of Humor Personality 
Passion for work Task related (DuBrin), Leadership motive (DuBrin), Distal 
Tenancy and resilience 
(Determination) 

Leadership motive 

Emotional intelligence Task related 
Flexibility Task related 
Internal locus of control Task related 
Courage Task related 
Intelligence Cognitive factors (DuBrin), LTTE 
Technical knowledge 
(Expertise) 

Cognitive factors, Proximal (Zaccaro) 

Creativity Cognitive factors, Distal 
Intuition Cognitive factors 
Farsightedness Cognitive factors 
Agreeableness LTTE, Distal 
Efficient/organized LTTE, Distal 
Openness to new ideas LTTE, Distal 
Emotional stability LTTE, Distal 
Honesty/Integrity Distal 
Charisma LTTE, Distal 
Motivation to lead Distal 
Communication skills Proximal 
Interpersonal skills Proximal 
Problem solving skills Proximal 
Decision making Proximal 

Table 3.2  Initial list of traits from the aspects of leadership traits theory 

To compromise between width and depth of investigation, 10 out of the above 30 traits were selected. 
Reasoning was that an analytical survey compromised of circa 30 questions would be reasonable in order 
to reduce drop-outs due to a lengthy survey. The choice was therefore between width (30 traits measured 
with 1 question) and depth (10 traits more thoroughly investigated with 3 questions each). Each of the 
traits was investigated from three slightly different angles and wording, which allowed for testing of 
internal consistency of the questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 80-83).  See section 3.4.4 for a more 
detailed explanation of the selection of questions for each trait, and measurements of internal consistency. 
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The selection of traits was based on three criteria: 1) The selected traits should support the testing of 
the five hypotheses. Testing H3 involves comparing proximal and distal attributes against each other and 
testing H4 involves comparing task oriented and relationship traits against each other. We thus needed a 
selection of traits including proximal, distal, task oriented, and relationship oriented traits. 2) Testing H1 
and H2 is our width part – we want to investigate if there are traits perceived to be more important than 
others within Generation Z and across the generations. The selection should thus be as diverse as possible 
– i.e. a somewhat subjective selection to support exploratory and width aspects. 3) We would like to 
compare our findings with results of other scholars and thus we need to look at their selections. 

Arsenault (2004) included: Ambitious, Caring, Competent, Determined, Forward-looking, Honest, 
Imaginative, Inspiring, Loyal, and Self-controlled. Sessa et al. (2007) included: Credible, Trusted, Listens 
Well, Farsighted, Encouraging, Experience, Dependable, Focused, Dedicated, Optimistic, Candid and 
Honest, and Trusting. Ahn & Ettner (2014) included: Integrity, Good Judgement, Leadership by Example, 
Decision making, Trust, Justice/Fairness, Humility, Sense of Urgency. Finally, Gentry et al. (2011) 
included: Leading employees, Balancing personal life and work, Participative management, 
Resourcefulness, Change management, Compassion and sensitivity, Self-awareness, Being a quick study, 
Confronting problem employees, Doing whatever it takes, Putting people at ease, Building and mending 
relationships, Straightforwardness and composure, Differences matte, Career management, and 
Decisiveness. 

Taking all of the above into consideration we selected the following traits from Table 3.2 to test distal 
attributes: Integrity and Charisma. Proximal attributes included were: Interpersonal Skills, Decision 
Making, and Expertise. To test task related traits, we decided on Decision Making, Farsightedness, 
Expertise and Determination. To test relationship oriented traits, Humility, Trustworthiness, Enthusiasm, 
Integrity, Charisma, and Interpersonal Skills were added. 

While it is relatively easy to motivate why some traits are included in the selection (used in testing 
hypotheses, also used by other scholars), it is harder to motivate the exclusion of traits. Again, this 
selection is somewhat subjective but the criteria are clear: make a choice as diverse as possible. 
Therefore, we included Humility and not Emotional Stability or Agreeableness. We included 
Trustworthiness and not Authenticity. We included Enthusiasm and not Passion. Determination and not 
Self-confidence or Passion. Expertise and not Problem Solving Skills. Farsightedness and not Openness 
to new ideas. Integrity and not Authenticity. Charisma and not Assertiveness or Extraversion. 
Interpersonal Skills and not Communication Skills. And, finally, Decision Making and not Efficiency or 
Intuition. The final selection of traits and their connection to hypothesis testing is shown in Table 3.3. 
 

Trait Connection to Hypothesis 
Humility H1, H2,               H5 
Trustworthiness H1, H2,               H5 
Enthusiasm H1, H2,               H5 
Determination H1, H2,        H4, H5 
Expertise H1, H2, H3, H4, H5 
Farsightedness H1, H2,        H4, H5 
Integrity H1, H2, H3,        H5 
Charisma H1, H2, H3,        H5 
Interpersonal Skills H1, H2, H3,        H5 
Decision Making  H1, H2, H3, H4, H5 

Table 3.3  Final list of traits investigated in this thesis 



The Perceptions of Swedish Generation Z on Leadership Traits 

Page | 32  
 

3.4.4 Validity and Reliability 

The concept of internal validity concerns the question to which extent a conclusion about causality 
between variables is justified: are the results obtained within the study ‘true’? This is in contrast to the 
concept of external validity, which is concerned with the question if the outcome can be generalized 
beyond the setting of the study (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 63). Internal validity is more relevant in 
studies that try to establish a causal relationship; it is less relevant in most observational or descriptive 
studies (Trochim, 2006). In our case, internal validity refers to how confident we can be that the 
belonging to a certain generation is causing (part of) the variation in the scoring of the importance of 
certain leadership traits.  

Of the various threats to internal validity (Wikipedia, 2017b), two could be of concern for our study. 
Confounding is the most important one and occurs when the observed effect on the dependent variable is 
in fact explained by a third variable. Since we only took measurement once, we are for example not able 
to rule out that observed differences between generations are (at least partially) caused by other variables, 
such as longer tenure or values and opinions changing with aging. This could be overcome by a 
longitudinal study design, which is outside the scope of this thesis. Selection bias and self-selection could 
also be a concern, as it will be difficult in our limited (online) survey to assign participants randomly. 
Other threats to internal validity such as history, maturation, test effects, instrument changes and mortality 
are not of concern, as we only took one single measurement.  

Since our study is a business study within social science we need to consider also reliability: are our 
questions actually testing the constructs – i.e. the leadership traits? This was approached by using 
multiple questions for each leadership trait (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 80-81). Internal consistency 
between the various questions and the underlying leadership traits was measured using Cronbach’s α (see 
Chapter 3.5.1). Using several questions to measure a construct is a common way to make a survey 
‘…more robust, that is the random error in measurement is reduced’ (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 80). 
Some scholars in this field have done the same, for example Gentry et al. (2011) used 115 questions to 
investigate 16 traits (on average a 7:1 ratio); while we used 30 questions to investigate 10 traits (a 3:1 
ratio). This was noted by some of the respondents in comments such as “I found several of the questions 
to be the same but with different wording – but that was probably intended”. Using a scale of questions to 
measure a construct is however not a common practice in this field of management studies: several of the 
main reference articles quoted in this thesis (Arsenault, 2004; Ahn & Ettner, 2014; Sessa, et al., 2007) 
only used single questions/definitions to measure leadership trait perspectives. 

3.4.5 Selection of Questions for each Trait 

Our leadership trait survey spans several different research areas and is a novelty regarding the 
connection between cohort/generations and leadership traits theory. It was therefore not possible for the 
authors to find an existing, well proven, survey as basis.  

 Some of the selected 10 leadership traits were defined from several different angles by DuBrin 
(2013): Humility, Enthusiasm and partly Expertise and Charisma – so reusing those definitions as 
questions was chosen. We were also able to find specific research regarding other traits and thus use their 
research, definitions and questions: Integrity scale by Schlenker (2008), Interpersonal skills by Sunindijo 
& Zhou (2013) and Decision Making by Hadley et al. (2011). For a few traits (Trustworthiness, 
Determination, and Farsightedness) a compilation of definitions and questions from several different 
sources was made, as no single validated list could be found. Table 3.4 summarizes the selected survey 
questions related to each leadership trait, and the sources from which they were taken. 
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Leadership Trait ID Question Reference  
Humility 
(HMT) 

HMT1 Admits to not knowing or being able to do 
everything 

DuBrin (2013) 

HMT2 Acknowledges mistakes DuBrin (2013) 
HMT3 Gives credit to the group upon receiving 

compliments 
DuBrin (2013) 

Trustworthiness 
(TWN) 

TWN1 Is consistent and reliable Scribd Inc. (u.d.) 
TWN2 Can always be counted on Potter (2017) 
TWN3 Shows a consistency between deeds and words DuBrin (2013) 

Enthusiasm 
(ETM) 

ETM1 Is optimistic DuBrin (2013) 
ETM2 Is a warm person, and projects that warmth to 

the group 
DuBrin (2013) 

ETM3 Helps to keep the group in an upbeat mood and 
hopeful about attaining difficult goals 

DuBrin (2013) 

Determination 
(DTM) 

DTM1 Takes a firm stand, acts with certainty Scribd Inc. (u.d.) 
DTM2 Stays fixed on the goals, despite interference Scribd Inc. (u.d.) 
DTM3 Is persistent, works until the task is finished Potter (2017) 

Expertise 
(EXT) 
 

EXT1 Has expert technical skill or knowledge in a 
particular field 

DuBrin (2013) 

EXT2 Has knowledge of the business or the group task DuBrin (2013) 
EXT3 Has in-depth knowledge in the field or area of 

focus 
Sessa et al. (2007) 

Farsightedness 
(FSN) 

FSN1 Understands the long-range implications of 
actions and policies 

DuBrin (2013) 

FSN2 Sees the big picture in developing a vision for 
the future 

Sessa et al. (2007) 

FSN3 Sets long term goals and knows where the 
organization should be in the future 

Musoma (u.d.) 
 

Integrity 
(INT) 

INT1 Has a strong sense of duty and character Schlenker (2008) 
INT2 Stands up for what is right Schlenker (2008) 
INT3 Does not compromise on principles, no matter 

what price on has to pay 
Schlenker (2008) 

Charisma 
(CHM) 

CHM1 Has a charming and colorful personality DuBrin (2013) 
CHM2 Has a positive and compelling quality that 

makes many others want to be led by that person 
DuBrin (2013) 

CHM3 Has a compelling attractiveness or charm that 
can inspire devotion in others 

Google Dictionary 

Interpersonal 
Skills 
(IPS) 

IPS1 Uses creative ways to motivate people Sunindijo & Zhou (2013) 
IPS2 Properly manages conflicts Sunindijo & Zhou (2013) 
IPS3 Shows competence in facilitating interaction and 

communication with others 
Sunindijo & Zhou (2013) 

Decision Making 
(DCM) 

DCM1 Can make decisions and recommendations even 
under extreme time pressure 

Hadley et al. (2011) 

DCM2 Anticipates the political and interpersonal 
consequences of decisions and actions 

Hadley et al. (2011) 

DCM3 Makes decisions and recommendations, even 
when information is limited 

Hadley et al. (2011) 

Table 3.4  Connection between leadership traits and survey questions 

3.4.6 Survey Setup  

The survey was performed using Google Forms. In the survey design, the 30 questions were divided 
over three separate pages. Each page contained 10 questions, one for each leadership trait. Per page, the 
questions were randomized. See Appendix C for an overview of the complete survey.  Three identical 
copies of the survey were prepared, one per organization, which allowed us to follow up responses per 
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organization. In combination with a short introduction text, a link to the survey was sent out per e-mail to 
167 persons at Softhouse, 125 persons at Akzo Nobel and 300 engineering students at BTH. At 
AkzoNobel and Softhouse, the corporate mail system was used. For the BTH student survey group, a 
special distribution list was prepared by the BTH IT helpdesk, containing the personal e-mail addresses of 
300 randomly selected students born in 1995 – 1997, studying engineering disciplines. After one week a 
reminder was sent, with a second reminder for the BTH group two days later. After the end of the second 
week, the survey was closed. 

3.4.7 Survey Response 

Out of 692 survey participants, a total of 163 completed the survey (27.5% overall response rate). Out 
of the three different organizations, 73 responses came from AkzoNobel (58.4% response rate), 65 from 
Softhouse (38.9% response rate) and 25 from BTH engineering students (8.3% response rate). Average 
year of birth was 1977, with the oldest participant being born in 1954 and the youngest born in 1997. Of 
the respondents 16.0% belonged to the Baby Boomers generation, 44.2% to Generation X, 24.5% to 
Generation Y, and 15.4% to Generation Z. As the exact demographics per organization was not know, the 
reponse rates per generation could not be determined; the exception being generation Z as this generation 
was only represented in the BTH students group.  

Organization Population Participants Responses Response rate Drop-out rate 
AkzoNobel Ca. 250 125 73 44.8% 58.4% 41.6% 
Softhouse Ca. 190 167 65 39.9% 38.9% 61.1% 
BTH students Ca. 415 300 25 15.3% 8.3% 91.7% 
Total Ca. 855 592 163  27.5% 72.5% 
      
Generation Population Participants Reponses Response rate Drop-out rate 
Baby Boomers 

n/k 

26 16.0%  
n/k 

 

 
n/k 

 
Generation X 72 44.2% 
Generation Y 40 24.5% 
Generation Z 25 15.4% 8.3% 61.1% 

Table 3.5  Overview of survey responses per organization and generation  

Using Equation 3.1 with the initially assumed SD = 1.2, a minimum required sample size of n = 23 
was calculated. This minimum was achieved for all the generations. Looking at the descriptive statistics 
presented in Table 4.2, we do see that actual SD values were slightly higher than initially assumed, and 
that a value of SD = 1.3 would have been more appropriate, giving a minimum sample size n = 27 per 
generation. 

The response rate from AkzoNobel was good from the start, ending up with a high response rate of 
58%. After one reminder sent to Softhouse, a good response rate of 39% was achieved. In spite of two 
reminders sent to the BTH students group, the response rate was still low with 8%. Our statistical need 
was calculated to around 23 - 27 responses per cohort. Since, as we also expected, generation Z members 
are only found in the BTH group, the 25 responses there corresponds to our generation Z cohort. From the 
Baby Boomer generation, 26 responses were collected. We are thus at the lower limit regarding 
generation Z and Baby Boomers, but well above that for the other cohorts’ generation X (72) and 
generation Y (40). The problem regarding hard to get responses from the youngest and oldest generation 
was also reported by Arsenault (2004) – they had problems getting answers from generation Y (being the 
youngest generation in that study) and Veterans (being the oldest in that study).  

Based on the demographics of the organizations studied and the response rates, we know that the worst 
drop-out occurred in generation Z (i.e. BTH students). This leads to a reduced statistical sample size, and 
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a challenging question is if the ones who actually responded are different from those that did not respond 
(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 147-148). The survey was designed collecting as little sensitive data as 
possible (e.g. we did not ask for gender, race, background etc.) so we should not have put respondents off 
for that reason. The reasons for the low BTH response rate that we can find are four: 1) We did not have 
as good a connection to the BTH students as to AkzoNobel and Softhouse – regarding AkzoNobel and 
Softhouse, those are the colleagues of the authors and the connection is already established. The BTH 
students on the other hand, who are studying engineering disciplines, got a survey regarding MBA, 
leadership and sociology from persons they had no direct connection with (except for being at the same 
virtual campus). 2) The survey was sent to AkzoNobel and Softhouse using the respective corporate mail 
systems – the BTH distribution list on the other hand contained private mail addresses. The risk that the 
survey sent to BTH students either automatically ended up in ‘spam’ or being personally rejected as 
‘spam’ or ‘phishing’ is probably much higher than the corporate mails sent to Akzo Nobel and Softhouse. 
3) During the spring term at BTH, many different thesis surveys are being circulated at the same time, 
with no direct incentive in the student population to participate. 4) Possibly there is a generational 
difference as reported by Arsenault (2004) limiting the response rate for younger (and elder) generations. 
All of those four reasons can contribute to a lower response rate, but not necessarily different (i.e. biased) 
responses. For these reasons, we view the sample we got as representative for generation Z, even if the 
sample size was reduced. 

The tool used for gathering the survey data (Google Forms) only reported completed surveys – we 
don’t know if some potential respondents started to fill it out, but then got exhausted and quit before 
sending in. We are thus unable to answer if the 30 questions asked were too many for some potential 
respondents. As a final note to the survey responses, we got a number of positive mails back from 
AkzoNobel and Softhouse indicating interest in the study and asking for a copy of the thesis when 
finalized. There were also quite a few interesting comments in the survey free text field, see Appendix D 
for an overview.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

3.5.1 Consolidation of Data  

Before starting detailed data analysis, the information collected in the survey was reviewed and 
processed to improve quality and completeness. Incomplete surveys were avoided by making all 
questions mandatory to answer in the online survey tool.  Responses showing large amounts of outliers or 
obviously wrong answers (e.g. all traits scored lowest, the same or highest) were removed from the set 
manually. Thereafter the data was coded using the code book as depicted in Table 3.6. 

Variable name Description Column number 
Birthdate Participant’s year of birth 

(4 digits format) 
 

1 
 

HMT1, TWN1….DCM1 Scores for 1st question per trait 
1 = Not important  
… 
10 = Very important 
 

2 – 11  

HMT2, TWN2….DCM2 Scores for 2nd question per trait 
1 = Not important  
… 
10 = Very important 
 

12 – 21 

(Table continued on next page) 
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Variable name Description Column number 
HMT3, TWN3….DCM3 
 
 
 

Scores for 3rd question per trait 
1 = Not important  
… 
10 = Very important 
 

22 – 31  

Organization 1 = AkzoNobel 
2 = Softhouse 
3 = BTH 
 

32 

Generation 1 = Baby Boomers 
2 = Generation X 
3 = Generation Y 
4 = Generation Z 
 

33 

HMT, TWN…DCM 
(Leadership traits 1…j) 

 

Averaged score over 3 questions 
per leadership trait 
1 = Not important  
… 
10 = Very important 

34 – 43  

Table 3.6  Code book for data analysis 

3.5.2 Internal Consistency 

As the survey was based on a newly compiled set of questions, first step in the data analysis was to test 
for internal scale reliability by computing Cronbach’s α scores over the three questions per leadership 
trait. As lower limit for acceptable α, the value ≥ 0.5 was chosen. This value is justified by the relatively 
low amount of questions (3) per scale, and the diversity of the traits being investigating (Field, 2013, p. 
709). For each scale, inter-item correlation was checked and an acceptable lower limit of ≥ 0.3 was 
applied (Field, 2013, p. 715). For items with lower inter-item correlation, it was decided to remove the 
question from the scale if Cronbach’s α score improved after item deletion.  
 

Leadership Trait Cronbach’s  
α 

Low item 
correlation 

Corrected α 
after item removal 

Charisma 0.76   
Expertise 0.71   
Interpersonal Skills 0.59 IPS1 0.70 
Determination 0.65   
Farsightedness 0.65   
Enthusiasm 0.62   
Humility 0.56 HMT3 0.61 
Decision Making 0.44 DCM2 0.60 
Integrity 0.48 INT3 0.52 
Trustworthiness 0.43 TWN1 0.47 
Table 3.7  Scale reliability using Cronbach’s alfa (n = 163) 

Cronbach’s α for scale realiability showed that 7 out of 10 traits (Humility, Enthusiasm, 
Determination, Expertise, Farsightedness, Charisma, Interpersonal Skills) had acceptable internal 
reliability with α ≥ 0.50 (n = 163). Acceptable inter-item correlations of ≥ 0.3 were found for 5 out of 10 
traits (Enthusiasm, Determination, Expertise, Farsightedness, Charisma). For Humility, Trustworthiness, 
Intergrity, Interpersonal Skills and Decision Making, removal of a low correlating item from the scale 
improved Cronbach’s α values. The items HMT3 ‘Gives credit to the group upon receiving compliments’, 
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TWN1 ‘Is consistent and reliable‘, INT3 ‘Does not compromise on principles, no matter what the price‘, 
IPS1 ‘Uses creative ways to motivate people’ and DCM 2 ‘Anticipates the political and interpersonal 
consequences of decisions and actions’ were therefore removed from further data analysis. 

The result show alpha values between 0.43 and 0.76 for the 10 different traits. No author in our 
literature stream reports using Cronbach’s alpha to test survey reliability/internal consistency. Instead 
some, for example Gentry et al. (2011), was using existing and verified surveys. Referring to Field (2013) 
we could see that one would generally (not taking the specific field of study into consideration) like to see 
alpha above 0.7 in order to indicate good correlation, but for early phases of research, and when 
investigating diverse constructs, as low as 0.5 would be acceptable.  

Trustworthiness is falling just below the 0.5 level. In our construction of the survey, the three 
questions per trait came from 1 to 3 different source(s). The Trustworthiness questions came from 3 
different sources, and the alpha indicated that this trait might not have been very distinctly investigated. 
On the other hand, the Integrity and Decision Making questions came from single, verified 
questionnaires, and still got relatively low alphas. As final words regarding our survey we find that, with 
the exception of Trustworthiness, it has a reasonable reliability regarding internal consistency. 

3.5.3 Data Analysis and Normality  

Subsequently, mean scores (X) per participant for the 10 leadership traits were calculated by summing 
the individual scores (x) per trait question, and dividing by the number of questions in the scale. As an 
example, the mean score for Expertise was calculated via Equation 3.2. For cases where a question was 
removed from the scale, the mean score calculation was adjusted accordingly.  

Equation 3.2 

where 

X = the arithmetic mean score per participant for each of the 10 traits  
x = individual score per participant per trait question 

 

In order to select between parametric or non-parametric statistical tests for evaluation of the 
hypotheses, normality of data was checked for the scores (X) per generation. The Shapiro-Wilk test was 
chosen as preferred test over the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test due the relatively small group sizes (Field, 
2013, p. 188). For cases where significant deviations from normality were found, visual confirmation was 
sought by looking at histograms and Q-Q plots.  From our literature stream we could see that several 
scholars did not generally assume normally distributed data. Ahn & Ettner (2014) stated that for small 
samples (n = 13) one could not assume normally distributed data, but for a larger sample (n = 137) that 
assumption would hold. There was no indication in this article, nor the other papers in our literature 
stream, how such an assumption was tested. Arsenault (2004) used ranking of leadership traits as a basis, 
and then performed MANOVA followed by univariate F-tests and a Tukey’s HSD test, assuming 
normally distributed data (n = 154 – 243). Sessa et al. (2007) used the Kruskal–Wallace [sic] and Mann-
Whitney test, which is assuming not normally distributed data (n = 15 – 138).  

Shapiro-Wilk test results per trait and generation are presented in Table 3.8. For the Baby Boomers 
generation (n = 26), scores for 3 out of 10 traits (Humility, Farsightedness, Decision Making) deviated 
significantly from normal (p ≤ 0.05). For Generation X (n = 72), the scores for 7 out of 10 traits 
(Humility, Trusworthiness, Enthusiam, Farsightedness, Integrity, Interpersonall Skills and Decision 
Making) deviated significantly from normal (p ≤ 0.05). For Generation Y (n = 40), the scores for 6 out of 
10 traits (Humility, Trusworthiness, Enthusiam, Farsightedness, Integrity, Interpersonall Skills) deviated 
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significantly from normal (p ≤ 0.05). For Generation Z (n = 25), the scores for 3 out of 10 traits 
(Humility, Expertise, Charisma) deviated significantly from normal (p ≤ 0.05).  

Since our sample size was ≤ 72 (i.e. below 100) for each cohort, the Shapiro-Wilk’s W test is not 
overly conservative; i.e. there is low risk that we rejected the null-hypothesis that the data is normally 
distributed even if it was (Samuels & Marshall, u.d.). Visual inspection of the data in histograms and Q-Q 
plots confirmed the presence of non-normal data (see Appendix E). 

Leadership Trait Baby Boomers 
(df = 26) 

Generation X 
(df = 72) 

Generation Y 
(df = 40) 

Generation Z 
(df = 25) 

 W p W P W P W p 
Humility 0.900 0.016 0.909 0.000 0.902 0.002 0.896 0.015 
Trustworthiness 0.930 0.078 0.946 0.004 0.715 0.000 0.939 0.143 
Enthusiasm 0.961 0.405 0.938 0.002 0.875 0.000 0.924 0.063 
Determination 0.974 0.737 0.974 0.150 0.946 0.056 0.954 0.302 
Expertise 0.970 0.621 0.984 0.498 0.960 0.172 0.907 0.026 
Farsightedness 0.915 0.034 0.955 0.012 0.862 0.000 0.943 0.172 
Integrity 0.965 0.506 0.915 0.000 0.764 0.000 0.942 0.162 
Charisma 0.981 0.890 0.972 0.112 0.968 0.321 0.921 0.054 
Interpersonal Skills 0.948 0.211 0.893 0.000 0.763 0.000 0.951 0.259 
Decision Making 0.917 0.039 0.940 0.002 0.967 0.279 0.943 0.175 

Table 3.8  Shapiro-Wilk test for normality of data 

For testing of the hypotheses, our main interest is in comparing means scores (M) and standard 
deviation (SD) given to each leadership trait by each generation. Computation of this results in (i) four 
different mean scores for each of the (j) 10 traits: 

Leadership traits Generation 1 Generation 2 … Generation i 
Trait 1 M11  (SD11) M21  (SD21) … Mi1  (SDi1) 
Trait 2 M12  (SD12) M22   (SD22) … Mi2  (SDi2) 
Trait 3 M13  (SD13) M23   (SD23) … Mi3  (SDi3) 
… … … … … 
Trait j M1j  (SD1j) M22  (SD2j) … Mij  (SDij) 

Table 3.9  Example overview descriptive statistics 

The calculation of mean Mij is performed by summing all individual scores X by participant n for trait j 
within generation i, and dividing by the number of observations Nij in this group (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 
2010, p. 156): 

Equation 3.3   

where 

Mij = the arithmetic mean score for trait j within generation i 
Xijn = individual scores by participant n for trait j within generation i from Equation 3.2 

∑xijn = sum of all observations in group i 
Nij = number of observations in group i 

 

To provide an indication of dispersion of the data around the mean, standard deviation (SDij) is 
calculated as the square root of the variance (Varij) (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 157): 

 



The Perceptions of Swedish Generation Z on Leadership Traits 

Page | 39  
 

   
Equation 3.4   

 

Equation 3.5   

where 

Varij = variance in data 
Xijn = individual scores by participant n  for trait j within generation i from Equation 3.2 
Mij = the arithmetic mean score for trait j within generation i 

SDij = standard deviation of mean score for trait j within generation i 
Nij = number of observations in group i 

 

The standard error (SE) can then be calculated via (Field, 2013, pp. 54-57): 

Equation 3.6   

where 

SEij = standard error of the mean Mij 
SDij = standard deviation of the mean Mij 

Nij = number of observations in group i 
 

The standard error gives an indication of how representative our sample has been. The smaller the 
standard error compared to the mean, the more the sample is reflecting the actual population (Field, 2013, 
p. 54).  

3.5.4 Statistical Testing 

The aggregated data as depicted in Table 3.9 provides mean scores on leadership traits which are our 
dependent variables. The different generations are the independent variables. To test the hypotheses 
defined for this thesis, we are interested to see if there are statistically significant differences in the mean 
scores for different traits within a generation (hypothesis 1), and between the different generations 
(hypothesis 2 and 4) or organizations (hypothesis 5). Based on the Shapiro-Wilk test outcome, the data 
was assessed to be not normally distributed, and non-parametric statistical tests were chosen for the data 
analysis.  

The appropriate non-parametric test to compare differences in means between several independent 
groups is the Kruskal-Wallis H test (Field, 2013, p. 236) or the Mann-Whitney U test (Field, 2013, p. 
217) in case of two independent groups. These tests perform statistical analysis on ranked data instead of 
the original values. Ranking is a process where the original scoring data is converted into integer numbers 
in a logical sequence listed from the lowest score (rank 1) to the highest score (rank n) (Field, 2013, p. 
214). To compare means between dependent (i.e. related) groups, the appropriate non-parametric test is 
Friedman’s ANOVA (Field, 2013, p. 250), which is also based on ranked data. 

If statistically significant differences in means are found, a follow-up analysis with pairwise 
comparison will be necessary to identify where the exact differences lie. The non-parametric rank-based 
Mann-Whitney test with adjusted p-value (Field, 2013, p. 219) for pairwise comparison was chosen for 
this. Effect size (r) for the pairwise comparison can be calculated from the z-score and the combined 
sample size N via Equation 3.7. Effect size is a standardized measure for comparison with other studies, 
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and typically effect are considered small for 0.1 ≤ r ≤ 0.3, medium for 0.3 ≤ r ≤ 0.5, and large for r ≥ 0.5 
(Field, 2013, p. 248). 

Equation 3.7   

 
where 

r = effect size 
z = z-score 

N = total number of observations in the pair-wise compared groups 
 

We are also interested in identifying trends in data (hypothesis 3), e.g. if a certain trait is becoming 
less or more important over subsequent generations. As further follow-up analysis for this the Jonckheere-
Terpstra non-parametric test was used, which checks for an ordered ascending or descending pattern of 
medians across independent groups (Field, 2013, p. 246). Effect size can be calculated as in Equation 3.7.  

3.5.5 Hypothesis Testing 

Based on the research questions of this thesis, five different hypotheses were defined (see section 2.6). 
For each of these, a null hypothesis significance test (NHST) was performed. The five hypotheses assume 
that a difference is present; so-called alternative hypotheses (HA). This is in contrast with the null 
hypotheses (H0) which states there are no differences. Via statistical testing we can determine how well 
the variance is explained by our model. We can falsify the null hypothesis by calculating a probability (p-
value) that we reject the null hypothesis while in fact it is true (so called Type 1 error). If that probability 
is small, we accept the alternative hypothesis for the time being (Field, 2013, pp. 60-63). Statistical 
testing for hypothesis 1, 2, 4 and 5 was performed by IBM SPSS software v.25. Hypothesis 3 was tested 
using calculations in MS Excel. In the remainder of this section it will be described how the hypotheses 
were tested. For all tests, a 5% significance level and a 95% confidence interval was used. 
  

Hypothesis 1: There will be statistically significant (within generation) differences between the mean 
                       scores given by Swedish generation Z for the 10 leadership traits   
                        

The corresponding null hypothesis states that there will be no differences in the mean scores (M) as given 
by generation Z (i = 4) for all the (j) 10 traits listed in Table 3.3: 

  H0 : M4j = M4,1… M4,10 

 
Testing of this hypothesis was done using Friedman’s ANOVA for comparison of means between related 
(dependent) groups. In case significant differences were found (p ≤ 0.05), this was followed by a pairwise 
comparison with adjusted p-values to understand where the differences lie. Effect size was calculated 
with Equation 3.7.    
 

Hypothesis 2: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                       leadership traits between the generations (between groups).  

 

The corresponding null hypothesis states that there will be no differences in the mean scores (M) per trait 
(j) listed in Table 3.3 for each of the (i) four generation (Baby Boomers, X, Y and Z): 
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  H0 : M1j = M2j = M3j = M4j    
 

Testing of this hypothesis was done using the Kruskal-Wallis H-test per trait j for comparison of means 
between independent groups. In case significant differences were found (p ≤ 0.05), this was followed by a 
pairwise comparison with adjusted p-values to understand where the differences lie. Effect size was 
calculated with Equation 3.7.  

As an alternative way of approaching this hypothesis, a series of four binary logistic regressions were 
performed where each time the belonging to a certain generation was compared to the belonging of the 
remaining generations to check which variables (i.e. leadership trait preferences) best predicted each 
generation. See Appendix F.    
 

Hypothesis 3: The variance of the scoring of the individual leadership traits within 
                       generation Z will be higher for proximal traits than distal traits. 

Testing of this hypothesis was done by using Pitman-Morgan’s test for comparing homogeneity of 
variance between dependent samples (How2stats, u.d.) for the distal traits Integrity and Charisma, versus 
the proximal traits Expertise, Interpersonal Skills and Decision Making. 
 

Hypothesis 4: Task oriented leadership traits have lower mean scoring in consecutive generations 

The corresponding null hypothesis states that there will be no significant downward trend in the mean 
scores (M) per task oriented trait (j) for the four consecutive generations (Baby Boomers, X, Y and Z):  

  H0 : M1j = M2j = M3j = M4j    

Task oriented traits include (see Table 3.3): Determination, Expertise, Farsightedness and Decision 
Making. Testing of this hypothesis was done using a Jonckheere-Terpstra J-test for ordered alternatives 
per task related trait j.  Effect size was calculated with Equation 3.7. 
 

Hypothesis 5: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                             leadership traits between different organizations 

The corresponding null hypothesis states that there will be no differences in the mean scores (M) per trait 
(j) listed in Table 3.3 between the AkzoNobel and Softhouse organizations5: 

  H0 : Mj,AkzoNobel = Mj,Softhouse     
 
Testing of this hypothesis was done using the Mann-Whitney U test per trait j  for comparison of means 
between independent groups. In case significant differences were found (p ≤ 0.05), this was followed by a 
pairwise comparison with adjusted p-values to understand where the differences lie. Effect size was 
calculated with Equation 3.7.      

 

  

                                                   
5 For this hypothesis, the BTH group was excluded as this only contained one generational cohort (Z), whereas the 
AkzoNobel and Softhouse organizations contained several cohorts.  
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4 Results 

In this chapter, the main results of the survey and statistical testing are presented. Further discussion of 
the results will be presented in Chapter 5. 

4.1 Hypothesis 1 

The first hypothesis postulated: 

    H1: There will be statistically significant (within generation) differences between the mean 
                  scores given by Swedish generation Z for the 10 leadership traits   

Figure 4.1 provides an overview of generation Z’s mean scores per trait (n = 25); see also Table 4.2. 
Trustworthiness (M = 8.34, SD = 1.12) was scored highest, followed by Humility (M = 8.22, SD = 1.58). 
Charisma (M = 5.89, SD = 1.36) was scored lowest, and Enthusiasm (M = 7.01, SD = 1.32) as second 
lowest, closely followed by Expertise (M = 7.03, SD = 1.87). Friedman’s ANOVA showed the differences 
in mean scores were significant, χ2(9) = 75.0, p < 0.01. Hypothesis 1 is therefore accepted.  

Pairwise comparison with adjusted p-values showed that Charisma was scored significantly lower than 
Determination (p < 0.01, r = 0.61), Decision Making (p < 0.01, r = 0.64), Interpersonal Skills (p < 0.01, r 
= 0.73), Farsightedness (p < 0.01, r = 0.75), Integrity (p < 0.01, r = 0.77), Trustworthiness (p < 0.01, r = 
0.89), and Humility (p < 0.01, r = 0.94). Furthermore, Enthusiasm was scored significantly lower than 
Trustworthiness (p < 0.01, r = 0.54) and Humility (p < 0.01, r = 0.60). Lastly, Expertise was scored 
significantly lower than Trusworthiness (p = 0.03, r = 0.48) and Humility (p < 0.01, r = 0.53). Effect sizes 
were large, being in the order of magnitude 0.5 – 0.9; see also Table 4.1.. The highest mean scores given 
to Humility and Trustworthiness were not statiscally different from the next highest scores for 
Farsightedness and Integrity (0.19 ≤ p ≤ 0.41). 

  
Figure 4.1  Mean scores leadership trait perceptions by generation Z (n = 25) 
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Pairwise comparison (N = 50) Adj. p z √N r 
Charisma vs. Determination 0.001 4.34 7.07 0.61 
Charisma vs. Decision Making 0.000 4.53 7.07 0.64 
Charisma vs. Interpersonal Skills 0.000 5.16 7.07 0.73 
Charisma vs. Farsightedness 0.000 5.33 7.07 0.75 
Charisma vs. Integrity 0.000 5.44 7.07 0.77 
Charisma vs. Trustworthiness 0.000 6.26 7.07 0.89 
Charisma vs. Humility 0.000 6.63 7.07 0.94 
Enthusiasm vs. Trustworthiness 0.005 3.85 7.07 0.54 
Enthusiasm vs. Humility 0.001 4.22 7.07 0.60 
Expertise vs. Trustworthiness 0.032 3.39 7.07 0.48 
Expertise vs. Humility 0.008 3.76 7.07 0.53 
Table 4.1  Pairwise comparison follow-up analysis Friedman’s ANOVA generation Z  

4.2 Hypothesis 2  

The second hypothesis postulated: 

 H2: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                leadership traits between the generations (between groups). 

Table 4.2 and Figure 4.2 provide an overview of the comparison of mean scores per generation for the 
10 leadership traits. Kruskall-Wallis H test per trait showed that the differences in mean scores for the 
different generations was signifcant only for Farsightedness, H(3) = 13.2, p < 0.01. Hypothesis 2 is 
therefore accepted. For Enthusiam, H(3) = 5.52, p = 0.16, Charisma, H(3) = 5.18, p = 0.16, Expertise, 
H(3) = 4.28, p = 0.23, and Interpersonal skills, H(3) = 4.47, p = 0.22, marginally significant differences 
can be seen.  

Pairwise comparison of the generational mean scores for Farsightedness showed that both generation 
X and Z scored this trait lower than Baby Boomers and Generation Y. These differences were  marginally  
significant (0.05 ≤ p ≤ 0.10) and effect sizes were small to medium; see Table 4.3. Of the observed not 
significant differences, it is noted that generation Z gave the lowest mean scores on Enthusiasm and 
Charisma, and the highest mean scores on Determination and Expertise, when compared to the other three 
generations. 

 Overall  
Mean 

(n=163) 

Baby 
Boomers 
(n=26) 

Gen X 
 

(n=72) 

Gen Y 
 

(n=40) 

Gen Z 
 

(n=25) 

H  
 

(df=3) 

p 

Humility 8.38 
(1.43) 

8.27 
(1.61) 

8.35 
(1.41) 

8.63 
(1.25) 

8.22 
(1.58) 

1.253 
 

0.740 

Trustworthiness 8.53 
(1.13) 

8.44 
(0.94) 

8.63 
(0.89) 

8.55 
(1.59) 

8.34 
(1.12) 

2.912 
 

0.405 

Enthusiasm 7.41 
(1.36) 

7.86 
(0.86) 

7.42 
(1.18) 

7.33 
(1.84) 

7.01 
(1.33) 

5.177 0.159 

Determination 7.42 
(1.29) 

7.32 
(1.06) 

7.35 
(1.35) 

7.42 
(1.50) 

7.72 
(0.98) 

1.971 0.578 

Expertise 6.54 
(1.49) 

6.54 
(1.58) 

6.38 
(1.30) 

6.51 
(1.48) 

7.03 
(1.87) 

4.282 0.233 

Farsightedness 8.36 
(1.16) 

8.78 
(1.05) 

8.16 
(1.08) 

8.66 
(1.32) 

8.01 
(0.99) 

13.22 0.004 

Integrity 8.12 
(1.34) 

8.19 
(1.04) 

8.17 
(1.27) 

8.08 
(1.72) 

7.94 
(1.20) 

1.593 0.661 

 
(table continued on next page) 
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 Overall  
Mean 

(n=163) 

Baby 
Boomers 
(n=26) 

Gen X 
 

(n=72) 

Gen Y 
 

(n=40) 

Gen Z 
 

(n=25) 

H  
 

(df=3) 

p 

Charisma 6.40 
(1.65) 

6.62 
(1.38) 

6.37 
(1.65) 

6.63 
(1.93) 

5.89 
(1.36) 

5.175 0.159 

Interpersonal Skills 8.23 
(1.33) 

8.42 
(0.86) 

8.24 
(1.30) 

8.34 
(1.59) 

7.82 
(1.32) 

4.469 0.215 

Decision Making 7.35 
(1.52) 

7.38 
(1.31) 

7.22 
(1.67) 

7.34 
(1.56) 

7.68 
(1.22) 

1.362 0.715 

Table 4.2  Comparison of generational mean scores for leadership traits using Kruskall-Wallis test 

Pairwise comparison Adj. p z √N R 
Generation Z vs. Generation X 1.000 0.65 9.85 0.07 
Generation Z vs. Generation Y 0.052 2.62 8.06 0.33 
Generation Z vs. Baby Boomers 0.073 2.51 7.14 0.35 
Generation X vs. Generation Y 0.051 2.63 10.6 0.25 
Generation X vs. Baby Boomers 0.095 2.41 9.90 0.24 
Generation Y vs. Baby Boomers 1.000 0.13 8.12 0.02 

Table 4.3  Pairwise comparison Farsightedness trait for all generations 

The alternative approach to hypothesis 2 using binary logistic regressions can be found in Appendix F. 

 

Figure 4.2  Mean scores leadership trait perceptions by four generations 
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4.3 Hypothesis 3 

The third hypothesis postulated: 

 H3: The variance of the scoring of the individual leadership traits within generation Z  
            will be higher for proximal traits than distal traits. 

Table 4.4 shows the mean scores by generation Z for the distal traits Integrity and Charisma, and the 
three proximal traits Expertise, Interpersonal Skills and Decision Making. Pitman-Morgan test (df = 23) 
results for homogeneity of variance of dependent samples are shown in Table 4.5. Variance for Expertise 
was significantly higher than Integrity (t = 2.24, p = 0.035), and marginally significant higher than 
Charisma (t = 1.63, p = 0.117). Interpersonal Skills and Decision Making showed no significant 
differences in variance compared to Integrity and Charisma. Hypothesis 3 is therefore rejected.   

Leadership Trait Type Mean SD Var 
Integrity Distal 7.94 1.20 1.44 
Charisma Distal 5.89 1.36 1.86 
Expertise Proximal 7.03 1.87 3.49 
Interpersonal Skills Proximal 7.82 1.32 1.75 
Decision Making Proximal 7.68 1.22 1.50 

Table 4.4  Generation Z scores for proximal and distal traits (n = 25) 

Pairwise comparison Correlation t p 
Integrity vs. Expertise 0.217 2.24 0.035 
Integrity vs. Interpersonal Skills 0.439 0.51 0.614 
Integrity vs. Decision Making 0.008 0.09 0.931 
Charisma vs. Expertise 0.337 1.63 0.117 
Charisma vs. Interpersonal Skills 0.382 0.16 0.875 
Charisma vs. Decision Making 0.407 0.57 0.576 

Table 4.5  Pitman-Morgan test results (df = 23) 

 
Figure 4.3  Comparison of variance around mean scores for distal versus proximal traits 
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4.4 Hypothesis 4 

The fourth hypothesis postulated: 

 H4: Task oriented leadership traits have lower mean scoring in consecutive generations 

Table 4.6 shows the results of the Jonckheere-Terpstra follow-up analysis on comparison of mean 
scores on task related traits for the different generations. None of the traits showed a significant trend in 
mean scores as given by subsequent generations. Hypothesis 4 is therefore rejected. Scores on 
Determination, J = 5,062, z = 1.35, p = 0.18, r = 0.11, Expertise, J = 5,078, z = 1.40, p = 0.16, r = 0.11 
and Decision Making J = 4,812, z = 0.58, p = 0.18, r = 0.05, showed a minor, not significant upward 
trend. Farsightedness, J = 4,342, z = -0.85, p = 0.39, r = -0.07, showed a small, not significant downward 
trend. All effect sizes were very small (r = 0.05 – 0.1).  

 
Figure 4.4  Trend in generational mean scores for task related traits 

Leadership Trait J Z √N r 
Determination 5,062 1.35 12.77 0.11 
Expertise 5,078 1.40 12.77 0.11 
Farsightedness 4,812 -0.85 12.77 -0.07 
Decision Making 4,342 0.58 12.77 0.05 

Table 4.6  Jonckheere-Terpstra test hypothesis 4 
 

4.5 Hypothesis 5 

The fifth hypothesis postulated: 

 H5: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                         leadership traits between different organizations 

Table 4.7 provides an overview of the comparison of mean scores for the two organization on the 10 
leadership traits. Mann-Whitney U test per trait showed that the differences in mean scores by the 
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different organizations was signifcant for 1 out of 10 traits: Humility, U = 2,912, p = 0.02, r = 0.08, which 
was scored significantly higher by Softhouse than by AkzoNobel. Effect size was however very small  
(r ≤ 0.1). For 4 out of 10 traits, Integrity, U = 1,951, p = 0.07, Interpersonal Skills, U = 2,747, p = 0.11, 
Determination, U = 2,045, p = 0.16, Enthusiasm U = 2,051, p = 0.17, marginally significant differences 
were observed. AkzoNobel scored higher on Integrity, Determination, and Enthusiasm, whereas 
Softhouse scored higher on Interpersonal Skills. For 5 out of 10 traits, Trustworthiness U = 2,438, p = 
0.78, Expertise, U = 2,107, p = 0.26, Farsightedness, U = 2.181, p = 0.41, Charisma, U = 2,500, p = 0.59, 
and Decision Making, U = 2,158, p = 0.36, no significant differences were found. 
 

 Leadership Trait AkzoNobel 
(n=73) 

Softhouse 
(n=65) 

U  
 

p r 

Humility 8.17 (1.43) 8.68 (1.33) 2,912 0.020 0.08 
Trustworthiness 8.58 (0.89) 8.55 (1.37) 2,438 0.779 

n/s 

Enthusiasm 7.70 (1.03) 7.23 (1.63) 2,051 0.168 
Determination 7.55 (1.23) 7.15 (1.43) 2,045 0.161 
Expertise 6.59 (1.43) 6.29 (1.37) 2,107 0.256 
Farsightedness 8.52 (1.13) 8.32 (1.22) 2,182 0.412 
Integrity 8.36 (1.14) 7.92 (1.56) 1,951 0.069 
Charisma 6.43 (1.63) 6.55 (1.75) 2,500 0.587 
Interpersonal skills 8.18 (1.21) 8.44 (1.42) 2,747 0.107 
Decision making 7.40 (1.49) 7.15 (1.65) 2,158 0.356 

Table 4.7  Comparison of organizational mean scores for leadership traits using Mann-Whitney test  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5  Mean scores leadership trait perceptions by two organizations 
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5 Discussion 

5.1 Relation to Purpose of the Thesis and Research Questions 

The purpose, and first research question, of this thesis was to investigate which leadership traits  
matter most to the Swedish generation Z, and which leadership aspects line- and project managers need to 
consider when this new generation enters the workforce. As we can see Charisma, Enthusiasm and 
Expertise were scored significantly lower than other traits. There are also indications that Humility and 
Trustworthiness might be the most important traits – but those are not scored significantly higher than the 
other traits. This could mean that generation Z is not that interested in charismatic and transformational 
leadership styles (DuBrin, 2013) and this is in line with our “proof-of-concept” (see chapter 2.4.2) that 
generation Z likes managers to be mentors, listen to ideas and options, and provide feedback. As a 
speculation: Could this imply that the workforce will be less interested in charismatic industry leaders 
such as Steve Jobs (Apple) and Richard Branson (Virgin) in the future? 

The second research question was if there are differences in perception of leadership traits by 
generation Z when compared to older generations (i.e. generation Y, X and Baby Boomers). As we can 
see, there are more similarities than differences. In our study, also the older generations score Expertise 
and Charisma quite low, while Humility, Trustworthiness, and Interpersonal Skills are scored higher - as 
generation Z also does. The only significant difference was that generation Z scores Farsightedness lower 
than the older generations. Again, this could imply that the generation Z is less interested in leaders 
providing vision or a “grand master plan” – another trait of the charismatic or transformational leadership 
style (DuBrin, 2013). We need to be careful with such conclusions: If we assume that Farsightedness is a 
proximal trait (Zaccaro, 2007) or secondary value (Parment, 2017), this trait could be subject to the 
situation at hand or maturation and thereby change when generation Z comes of age. One could speculate 
that Farsightedness is not very important when you are a student (as our generation Z respondents are), 
and the focus is mainly short term on the next study period or the next study grant deadline.  

The third research question was if generation Z perceives proximal and distal attributes differently – 
i.e. if proximal attributes depending on the situation at hand have a higher variance than distal attributes 
that do not vary depending on the situation. We could not find any such difference in general between 
proximal and distal attributes, but Expertise had a relatively large variance. When comparing to older 
generations, there is an indication (not significant) that generation Z scores Expertise high – but with a 
high variance. Looking at generation Z one conclusion could be that they are not, as a cohort, certain of 
the importance of Expertise in a leader. Zaccaro (2007) puts Expertise as a proximal leadership trait 
meaning that it depends on the situation at hand. As a student, the teachers’ and professors’ expertise are 
very valuable, but Expertise might not be so important in an industry leader. We could hence speculate 
that Expertise is a candidate for maturation effects – but as new employee generation Z might consider 
Expertise (at least as in industry knowledge, if not in technical matters) quite important. 

The fourth research question was if the trend of diminishing importance of task related traits identified 
by Lyons & Kuron (2013) could be found vis a vi generation Z. We could not find any significant trend – 
only indications (not significant) that a nonlinear increase in Expertise and decrease in Farsightedness 
might be present between Baby Boomers and generation Z. Considering trends, the indication (non-
significant) of a decreased importance of Farsightedness in not linear, with Baby Boomers and generation 
Y giving higher scores than generation X and Z. Also here we found more similarities than differences 
between the generations. 

This thesis is based on the theory that cohort belonging influences scoring of leadership traits. As an 
alternative to this cohort theory we also investigated if organizational belonging influences differences in 
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scoring of leadership traits. The comparison was made between AkzoNobel and Softhouse (both 
companies made up of several different cohorts). Again, there were mostly similarities in scoring of the 
different leadership traits – the only significant difference was that Softhouse scored Humility higher than 
AkzoNobel. There were also indications (non-significant) that AkzoNobel scored Integrity higher than 
Softhouse, as well as Softhouse scoring Interpersonal Skills higher than AkzoNobel. It is interesting that 
organizational belonging, as an alternative to generational cohort belonging, actually finds the same 
number (or higher number if statistical validity is relaxed) of differences in leadership traits scoring. This 
is in line with the criticism by for example Rudolph et al. (2018), saying that generational cohort 
belonging is a higher-level construct which has limited validity when investigating perceptions held by 
the individual. One conclusion that might be drawn from this result is than not only generational cohort 
belonging, but also organizational needs and requirements must be considered when trying to determine 
what leadership traits are needed and provided by an organization.  

5.2 Hypothesis Testing 

5.2.1 Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 was about finding out if there are statistically significant differences in generation Z’s 
perceptions of leadership traits – i.e. if there is anything that generation Z perceives more or less 
important regarding the 10 leadership traits.  

We used Friedman ANOVA test to test if there were statistically valid differences in perceptions. The 
null-hypothesis (there are no statistical valid differences between the leadership traits mean scorings of 
generation Z) could be rejected at p = 0.01 level for Enthusiasm, Expertise, and Charisma. Ahn & Ettner 
(2014) did a similar investigation on perceptions of leadership values by MBA students from generation 
Y (using the Kruskal-Wallis test6) and found their investigation to be valid on the same level of p = 0.01.  

Based on our investigation, generation Z perceives Enthusiasm, Expertise, and Charisma to be less 
important than the other 7 leadership traits Trustworthiness, Humility, Determination, Farsightedness, 
Integrity, Interpersonal Skills, and Decision Making. Comparing this to Schawbel’s (2014) study on 
Generation Z, where Honesty, Vision and Communication Skills were the highest rated, we can argue for 
a connection between their Honesty and our Trustworthiness and Integrity. The findings are consistent, 
since our investigation rated Trustworthiness and Integrity high. Farsightedness can be seen as a part of 
Vision, which shows another overlap. The same conclusion can be drawn by comparing Communication 
Skills and Interpersonal Skills – our investigation rates this highly important. Comparing to Schawbel 
(2014), our findings are not contradictory, but there are differences – we have more traits in the ‘high’ 
category – only Enthusiasm, Expertise, and Charisma are scored lower. 

The Forum Corporation (2016) investigated which leadership styles are important for Generation Z 
and came to the conclusion that generation Z would like a leader that gives autonomy, acts as a mentor, 
listens to ideas and provides feedback. In order to be such a leader, we argue that the leader should above 
all display Trustworthiness, Integrity and Interpersonal Skills – i.e. coaching and mentoring skills 
(DuBrin, 2013). Traits of lower importance, on the other hand, would be Expertise, Determination, 
Decision making Skills and Charisma. The idea that different traits are working together to create an 
effect is not new and can be found amongst others in Judge et al. (2009). Making a comparison with our 
findings and traits definition of the proposed leadership style we find a fairly good match: the required 
                                                   
6 The Kruskal-Wallis test is used to test for differences between multiple independent groups. As scoring on 
different traits within a generation is given by the same respondents, in the authors’ opinion a test for 
dependent/related groups should have been chosen instead. 
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traits are highly important according to our study and the not needed traits are found to be a mix of high 
(Determination and Decision Making) and low (Expertise and Charisma). It is of course hard to make 
such a comparison between leadership style and leadership traits, but at least qualitatively there is a 
match. 

5.2.2 Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2 was the most important one in this thesis – it is about investigating if there are 
statistically significant differences between the perceptions of leadership traits by generation Z and the 
other generations (Baby Boomers, generation X, and generation Y) – i.e. investigate if can we say that 
generation Z is different to earlier generations with respect to leadership traits perceptions. 

We found that the null hypotheses (there are no statistical valid differences between the leadership 
traits mean scoring of generation Z vis a vi generation Y, generation X, and Baby Boomers) could be 
rejected on p ≤ 0.05 level only regarding Farsightedness. In our study generation Z scored Farsightedness 
lower than the other generations. Relaxing the statistical validity requirements, we can observe that 
generation Z scored Enthusiasm lower (p = 0.16), Charisma lower (p = 0.16), Interpersonal skills lower (p 
= 0.22) and Expertise higher (p = 0.23). Those were however not statistically significant, let’s call them 
indications that there might be (small) differences between generation Z and older generations.  

Considering the generational cohort theory (common events and influences in the forming years shape 
generational values and common beliefs), over-protective parenting (Parment, 2017) could be considered 
as a possible explanation for generation Z scoring Farsightedness lower. On the other hand, the trend of 
over-protective parenting was also present during the formative years of generation Y, but this generation 
scores Farsightedness significantly higher.     

Comparing our results to other studies involving several cohorts, we find that in the study by Arsenault 
(2004) there were significant differences found between generations (Veterans to generation Y – called 
“Nexters”) both regarding influences (what leaders and events the different cohorts reported as important) 
and perceptions of important leadership aspects – 8 out of 10 aspects had significant differences. On the 
other hand, in the study by Gentry et al. (2011) none out of 16 aspects was found to have significant 
differences between cohorts. In Ahn & Ettner (2014) 2 of 8 leadership values were scored significantly 
different by MBA students compared to executives (i.e. different cohorts). In the meta-study by Costanza 
et al. (2012), reviewing around 90 studies, a huge variability was found in the results when using 
generational cohort belonging as the independent variable. Our study, finding only 1 aspect (leadership 
trait) out of 10 to be statistical different is thus in line with other studies. 

5.2.3 Hypothesis 3 

Hypothesis 3 was a novel way to try to test the difference between distal and proximal leadership traits 
as described by Zaccaro (2007). The reasoning is that proximal leadership traits are dependent on the 
situation at hand while distal leadership traits are not. Since there is a lot of different situations and 
circumstances that respondents can be in, we argued that proximal traits should have a higher variance in 
scoring than distal traits for a given generation – in our case generation Z.  

There is, to the authors’ knowledge, no such test performed in the available body of research. The use 
of the Pitman-Morgan test was therefore done without reference to earlier studies. The null hypothesis 
(there are no statistically significant differences between variance of scoring between proximal and distal 
traits) cannot be rejected – only the proximal trait Expertise was found to have a statistical higher 
variance than the distal trait Integrity. Expertise also had a higher variance than the second distal trait 
Charisma, but only at p = 0.117 which cannot be considered statistically significant in our context. Indeed 
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Expertise is a proximal trait, but so are both Interpersonal skills and Decision Making and for those we 
could not find any evidence of higher variance than the distal traits of Integrity and Charisma. One reason 
for the lack of difference could be that our sample of generation Z consisted only of BTH students - 
maybe they have a too common set of circumstances and situations since being students at the same 
campus.  

5.2.4 Hypothesis 4 

Hypothesis 4 was a test inspired by earlier studies that found that task related leadership traits 
appeared to be scored lower and lower by consecutive (younger) generations (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). 
This lead to the conclusion that ‘younger generations appear to seek leaders who provide a working 
environment conducive to individual fulfillment rather than those focused on the task and organizational 
success’ (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). This is a conclusion in line with, for example Judge et al. (2009) that 
indicates that several leadership traits work together to produce an effect.  

The results as reported by Lyons & Kuron (2013) were presented without offering a test method 
description. We selected the Jonckheere-Terpstra trend analysis for this. The null hypothesis ‘there is no 
trend for mean scoring of task related leadership traits by consecutive generations’ could not be rejected 
for any of the four task related traits. Indeed, three out of four task related traits rather displayed a slight 
increasing trend and only Farsightedness had a slight, but not significant, decrease (i.e. scored lower by 
consecutive generations) trend. Generation Z scored Expertise higher than other generations, giving an 
indication of a slight upwards trend for this trait. Considering the fact that all respondents in generation Z 
were engineering students in the advanced years of their education, this could provide an explanation for 
a bias towards knowledge and skills.  

In our study, we cannot find evidence that task related leadership traits are trending downwards by 
consecutive (younger) generations, and thus we are not able to say that younger persons have a tendency 
to be more inclined towards individual fulfillment than task or organizational success as Lyons & Kuron 
(2013) suggested.  

5.2.5 Hypothesis 5 

Hypothesis 5 was an alternative to this thesis’ main hypothesis 2. Our model in this thesis is that 
leadership traits scoring are, broadly speaking, depending on generational cohort belonging. The question 
is then if there are other alternative models that have the same or higher explanatory power. In a paper by 
Friedrich et al. (2009) it is recommended to investigate such alternatives when conducting survey 
research (such as ours). One suggestion by Lyons & Kuron (2013) is to investigate if organizational 
belonging is an alternative model offering this explanatory power. Since our data is divided into 
AkzoNobel, Softhouse and BTH groups, such an alternative investigation was possible. We decided to 
only include AkzoNobel and Softhouse in this comparison, since these two groups are made up of several 
different generations (Baby Boomers, generation X, and generation Y) while the BTH group only 
contained generation Z.  

The starting point was a Mann-Whitney U test. The null hypothesis ‘there are no statistical valid 
differences in mean scoring of leadership traits between organizations’ could only be rejeced for 
Humility. This can be compared with hypothesis 2 (generational cohort belonging) where the null 
hypothesis was rejected only for the trait Farsightedness. Relaxing the requirements for statistical validity 
to p = 0.10, we see that hypothesis 2 (generational cohort belonging) still can only reject the null 
hypothesis regarding one trait (Farsightedness), but the organizational belonging null hypothesis can be 
rejected for both Humility and Integrity. No clear explanations can be given why the Softhouse 
organization would value Humility more than AkzoNobel. A possible explanation for AkzoNobel scoring 
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Integrity higher than Softhouse is that at the time the survey was held, a divestment of the Speciality 
Chemicals branch of AkzoNobel (of which the Stenungsund site is a part) was being completed. The 
accompanying uncertainty of the sale could generate a need for higher integrity.  

5.3 Summary of Discussion 

The generational cohort theory suggests that common events and influences in the forming years shape 
generational values and common beliefs (Arsenault, 2004). Generation Z is presented to be a new and 
much different generation (Udland, 2015; Dill, 2015; Levit, 2015; The Forum Corporation, 2016). If such 
differences exist, they do not appear to hold for the perceptions regarding the importance of the 10 
leadership traits investigated in this study. Striking about Figure 4.2 is the highly similar pattern of 
scoring on the importance of the 10 leadership traits by the four different generations. Although minor 
differences exist, the highly similar pattern indicates there are much more similarities than differences in 
the scoring between the generations. This suggests that the perceptions on the 10 leadership traits 
investigated are largely shared / common throughout all the generations, and therefore shaped by other 
mechanisms than shared events or influences during a generation’s coming of age. Organizational 
belonging as alternative theory to explain differences in perspectives on leadership traits also showed only 
few/minor differences (the pattern of scoring by the two organizations shown in Figure 4.5 is highly 
similar to that of the four generations in Figure 4.2). Making tentative inferences, this scoring pattern 
appears to be representative for the shared values and beliefs of the overall population of white collar 
employees and students in technical, manufacturing and IT positions in Sweden. The pattern of high 
scores for Humility, and lower scoring on Enthusiasm, Charisma and Expertise appears to (at least 
partially) reflect the Swedish ‘Jantelagen’: ‘a pattern of group behavior towards individuals within Nordic 
countries that negatively portrays and criticizes individual success and achievement as unworthy and 
inappropriate’ (Wikipedia, 2018). 

Several scholars such as Rudolph et al. (2018) and Costanza et al. (2012) are highly critical about the 
generational cohort theory, and generational differences in leadership phenomena. Firstly they claim that 
the majority of studies on this topic have not provided empirical evidence that a significant effect exist. 
Our study is in line with this observation, showing more similarities than differences. Secondly it is 
claimed that generational belonging is a too high level construct, and the assumption that it can influence 
individual level outcome is wrong. As third critique, the testing methods typically applied are incapable 
of accurately measuring what is intended. This is also applicable to our survey being a one-time gauge of 
perceptions on leadership traits. A more elaborate longitudinal design, with multiple controls, would be 
needed in order to separate any generational effects from other confounders such as organizational 
belonging, maturing effects, tenure etc.  

As a final discussion point we have the different stimuli which according to the generational cohort 
theory should lead to different believes and thereby leadership traits perceptions. There is however no 
theory, to our knowledge, that connects stimuli via believes to perception; i.e. we cannot say which 
specific stimuli our generation Z had during their formative years, and how that is connected to making 
them choose Humility and Trustworthiness as highest, and Charisma, Expertise, Enthusiasm as lowest. 
The same reasoning applies to the differences between generations: we have no detailed or ‘low level 
theory’ why generation Z should score Farsightedness lower than the other generations. This reasoning is 
in line with Rudolph et al. (2018) who suggest that generational cohort belonging (and, as in our 
hypothesis 5, organizational belonging) is a too general or high level construct that cannot reliably explain 
individual differences in perceptions. 
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6 Conclusions 

6.1 Summary of Thesis 

In this thesis, we investigated the perceptions on leadership traits of the Swedish generation Z from a 
cohort perspective. We investigated those perceptions both within the generation Z, and between 
generation Z and older generations (generation Y, generation X, and Baby Boomers). Within the set of 
leadership traits, we are also investigated differences between proximal and distal traits, as well as trends 
regarding task related leadership traits. As a final comparison, we are also investigated organizational 
belonging rather than cohort belonging yields some insights. Based on a structured survey at Blekinge 
Tekniska Högskola, AkzoNobel, and Softhouse, we found much more similarities than differences on the 
perceptions held by the different generations. Generational cohort belonging is a too high level construct 
which has poor predictive power for individual perceptions on the importance of leadership traits.  

6.2 Conclusions and Answers to Research Questions 

How are leadership traits perceived by the Swedish generation Z? 

The investigated, well known leadership traits are not all equally scored by generation Z. Charisma, 
Enthusiasm, and Expertise are less important than the other traits investigated. 

How do the leadership trait perceptions of generation Z compare to older generations  
Y, X and Baby Boomers? 

The only significant difference between generation Z and the older generations is that generation Z 
scored Farsightedness lower. The differences between the cohorts are thus very limited. What is striking 
about Figure 4.2 is that the pattern of scoring looks very similar for the four different generations - there 
is much more similarities than differences in the scoring between the generations. I.e. perceptions are 
mostly shared / common throughout the generations, and therefore shaped by other mechanisms than 
shared events during generational coming of age. 

Can Zaccarro’s model of proximal versus distal traits be found back in the scoring  
of the various leadership traits? 

No such general difference could be found. However, the trait Expertise showed a higher variance than 
the other traits.  

Can trends regarding leadership traits preferences, as identified in literature referenced  
in chapter 2.4, be confirmed? 

No such general trend could be found. The only indication (not significant) was that Farsightedness 
might be decreasing (but not linearly) in importance from the oldest generation (Baby Boomers) to 
generation Z. 

Do differences in organizations influence the perceptions of preferred leadership traits? 

It was found that organizational belonging (Akzo Nobel versus Softhouse) had a significant difference 
only in that Humility was scored higher in Softhouse. Relaxing the requirement on significant more traits 
showed more different scorings between organizations than between cohorts.  
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6.3 Implications and Contributions 

Looking at the practical implications for managers and leaders in organizations, based on the outcome 
of this study, there is no indication that the new generation Z has really different expectations than other 
generations when it comes to preferred leadership traits. This outcome, combined with the conclusions 
from our literature stream, appears in contrast with the more generalized popular perception in main 
stream media that the new generation is always very much different – see, for example Udland (2015) 
about generation Z, and Sinek (2018) who presents a picture where the new generations (generation 
Y/Millennials) are portrayed as a much different group, which needs to be managed in a very different 
way to avoid problems. Even consultancy and training companies jumped on this, providing special 
training programs to manage generational differences (The Persimmon Group, 2018; Business Trainging 
Works, 2018). At the fringe of the spectrum, it appears even things such as horse-assisted leadership 
development is suggested to meet the needs of Millennials (Meola, as cited in Rudolf et al.2018). 

Research indicates time and time again that there are much more similarities than differences between 
the various generations when looking at perceptions of the workplace. Hence it appears there is a bias to 
stress the (few) generalized differences, whilst largely ignoring the many overlaps. This observation could 
be related to the psychological biases that underlie tendencies of finding differences. We do definitely not 
claim that there are no differences between generations, however the differences may be fewer and 
smaller than one would initially perceive.  

Furthermore, the classification into generational cohorts is a very coarse division, inviting for 
generalizations. Practically, any shift in perceptions and expectations regarding the workplace will most 
likely happen gradually over time, and a division into cohort groups spanning 10 – 15 years is too broad 
to predict individual level outcomes. Diversity in the workplace of course exists, and everyone will have 
different opinions and expectations based on their specific situation. Generational belonging however 
appears a poor predictor for such differences. Furthermore, organizational belonging is at least as 
important as generational belonging for predicting leadership traits perceptions. One shall not 
underestimate the importance of maturation, proximal, and secondary values which all vary by time 
(maturation) and are dependent on the situation at hand – it might be prudent to look into experience 
rather than generational belonging; i.e. what does a new employee need versus what does an experienced 
employee desire from their leaders? 

6.4 Strengths, Limitations and Shortcomings of the Study 

The strengths of this study are that 1) we have investigated generational cohort perceptions in  
well-defined group, 2) performed a survey with reasonable internal consistency, using multiple questions 
for each investigated trait, 3) response rates per group were sufficient to support statistically relevant 
testing, and 4) apart from our main generational cohort theory, we also investigated an alternative theory 
based on organizational belonging. 

Due to time and resource limits inherent to a master thesis such as this study, we deliberately limited 
our focus to the Swedish generation Z studying engineering topics at BTH, and two organizations, as a 
cross sectional (i.e. not longitudinal) study. Based on this study, inferences can be made regarding white 
collar employees and students in technical, manufacturing and IT positions in Sweden only. 

We found similar challenges as Arsenault (2004) did, to get responses from the youngest generation. 
Dropout rates regarding generation Z were significant, however in our opinion not leading to biased 
results.   
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No existing and validated questionnaires were found, and constructing a new survey using several 
different questions per trait was challenging. By testing internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha, we 
found that all but one of our traits showed acceptable consistency (after removing outlier questions), on a 
level suitable for novel research. 

It must be noted that the part of generation Z we are investigating is the oldest subpart of that cohort 
and therefore cusper effects (Arsenault, 2004) could be present in our investigation between generation Z 
and generation Y. In other words, the oldest members of generation Z could have been influenced by the 
same events as the youngest of generation Y, thus reducing the differences of perceptions held according 
to the generation cohort theory. But since differences between non-adjacent cohorts also were found to be 
very limited (there are much more similarities than differences), cusper effects appear not be that 
important after all. 

On a more general note, the current setup of the master thesis course in the online-MBA program at 
BTH requires students to independently select a relevant topic, and execute a rather stand-alone scientific 
investigation with constraints on time and resources. This gives inherent limitations to the width and 
depth of what can be studied. Furthermore, during the spring term many different thesis surveys are being 
circulated within BTH at the same time, with no direct incentive in the student population to participate. 
This overflow and lack of personal connection is in our view one of the main causes for low response 
rates.  

6.5 Further Research 

Overshadowing the recommendations on the direction for future research is the question if it makes 
sense to continue investigating generational cohort belonging as an overarching construct to predict 
perceptions on the workplace in general, and leadership aspects more specifically. Critical scholars such 
as Rudolf et al. (2018) call for a ‘moratorium… upon the application of the ideas of generations and 
generational differences to leadership theory, research, and practice’. As alternative, they highlight the 
lifespan developmental perspective, which focuses on the development of individuals instead of large 
groups, and how this is influenced by aspects such as training, history, cultural context, personal or shared 
events, aging etc. (Baltes, cited in Rudolph, et al., 2018). The shared events and influences during 
formative years on which the generational cohort theory is based, is just one of the many factors 
considered in the much more encompassing individual development approach of lifespan developmental 
perspective.  

Other high level constructs than cohort belonging could also warrant further research. As we found 
organizational belonging could be such high-level construct with the same or even higher predictability 
regarding leadership traits perceptions. As a speculation type of industry, different ways of working 
(line/administration work, traditional project work, agile dev-ops and so forth) might also be high level 
constructs demanding or leading to different perceptions on leadership traits worth investigating. But 
then, again, caution need to be executed: are such high-level constructs able to predict perceptions as 
Rudolph et al. (2018) ask? 

To take the sting out of the rather persistent belief that the new generation is always very much 
different and will cause major upsets, a longitudinal study design could be considered where the 
perceptions and assumptions of older generations (Y, X, Baby Boomers) on generation Z today are 
compared to how the situation practically developed looking back 5 – 10 years from now. Was the gap 
really as big as in was perceived initially? 
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Looking more specifically at the master thesis course setup at BTH, a recommendation for the future 
could be to consider limiting the thesis subject selection to pre-specified topics, as defined within an 
existing field of (PhD) research. This can open the opportunity for, amongst others, more width and depth 
in the works, sharing of tested and validated research tools, generating larger datasets, and longitudinal 
designs. Overall this could lead to having combined time and resources spent shining more light into one 
area, instead of having many individual glints of light shone throughout a range of different areas. To 
increase survey response rates, a system with credits and a compulsory minimum for all students could be 
considered.  
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Appendix A Cohort Year Range 

 

 
Figure A.1  Differences in cohort year range used in literature, figure from Rudolph et al. (2018). 
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Appendix B Alternative Naming of Generations 

 
More commonly used synonyms for naming generations: 

 

Generation Synonyms 
Veterans Builders, Silent Generation, Traditionalists, Pre-Boomers,  

Pre-War Generation, GI Generation 
  
Baby Boomers Generation Jones, Stress Generation, Sandwich Generation, Love Generation,  

Lost Generation, War Babies, Hippies, TV Generation 
  
Generation X Gen X, Post Boomers, MTV Generation, Slackers, Whiners,  

Latchkey Generation, Options Generation 
  
Generation Y Gen Y, Millenials, Echo Boomers, Dot-com Generation, Net Generation,  

Google Generation 
  
Generation Z Gen Z, iGen, Internet Generation, Post-Millenials, Anti-Millenials,  

Homeland Generation, New Millenials, New Silent Generation 
  
Generation Alpha Generation Glass 

Table B.1  Synonyms for naming generations (McCrindle, 2011) 
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Appendix C Survey Design 
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Mail sent out to Akzo Nobel and Softhouse: 

 

Mail sent out to selected group of BTH students: 
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Appendix D Free Text Responses from Survey 

We got a number of positive mails back from AkzoNobel and Softhouse indicating interest in the 
study and asking for a copy of the thesis when finalized. There were also quite a few interesting 
comments in the survey free text field from all three organizations – here we present a selection (some 
translated from Swedish, and some with minor grammar corrections): 

“It was hard to value this since only good traits were included” – Indeed we find that the average 
rating for the traits is towards the higher end of the 1-10 scale, with a mean of 7.6. This could be expected 
as the 10 selected leadership traits are amongst the ones regarded by many scholars (DuBrin, 2013; 
Zaccaro, 2007; Judge, et al., 2009) as being the most important for leadership emergence and 
performance. 

“In general, all the traits are asked for - but under different circumstances…” – This is in line with 
Judge et al. (2009) who stated that under special circumstances even narcissism (generally viewed as a 
dark trait) could be needed, as also dark traits have their bright sides in special circumstances. The 
statement challenges the very concept of distal traits (Zaccaro, 2007) that are always needed and not 
dependent on circumstance. 

“The only big comment I have is on the questions that suggests the leaders influence others. Charisma 
and warm personality can be blurrier when compared to the straight questions concerning conflict solving 
skills between two members…” – This is one of the comments discussing distal versus proximal traits 
(Zaccaro, 2007). In the comments, proximal and task related traits seems easier to relate to than distal and 
personality related traits.  

“Some (actually quite a few) of the questions requires context, e.g. sometimes it’s a good thing to hold 
onto principles & sometimes it becomes too rigid…” – This is one of the comments touching upon the 
idea that not all good traits are good when driven to the extreme. We can see this also in the ‘dark side of 
bright traits’ by Judge at al. (2009). 

“Answers based on an agile environment…[and]…I think that the answers are biased towards the 
leaders one has now…” – This comment is relevant when it comes to our Hypothesis 5; maybe the big 
difference is not between cohorts but between the organizations (Rudolph, et al., 2018) and their 
requirements and ways of working. 

  



The Perceptions of Swedish Generation Z on Leadership Traits 

Page | 75  
 

Appendix E Test for Normality of Data with Histograms and Q-Q plots 

This appendix contains examples of histograms and Q-Q plots for scoring on the Humility trait, per 
generation. Visual inspection confirmed Shapiro-Wilk’s test outcome (data distribution is not normal).  
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Appendix F Binary Logistic Regression Approach to Hypothesis 2 

The second hypothesis postulated: 

 H2: There will be statistically significant differences between mean scores of certain 
                leadership traits between the generations (between groups). 

As an alternative way of approaching this hypothesis, a series of four binary logistic regressions were 
performed, where each time the belonging to a certain generation (coded 1) was compared to the 
belonging of the remaining generations (coded 0) to identify which variables (i.e. leadership trait 
perceptions) best predicted each generation.  The four regressions thus compared belonging to generation 
Z versus X + Y + BB (see Table F.1), generation Y versus Z + X + BB (see Table F.2), generation X 
versus Z + Y + BB (see Table F.3) and Baby Boomers versus Z + Y + X (See Table F.4).    

Running these analyses showed only Farsightedness as a significant predictor. Marginally significant 
results were found for Expertise (p = 0.089) in generation Z, for Charisma (p = 0.090) in generation Y, 
and Enthusiasm (p = 0.085) in Baby Boomers. These results are well in line with the outcome of the 
Kruskal-Wallis test as reported in chapter 4.2. 

Variables in Equation B S.E. Wald p 
Humility -0.016 0.181 0.008 0.928 
Trustworthiness 0.008 0.260 0.001 0.976 
Enthusiasm 0.029 0.232 0.016 0.900 
Determination 0.278 0.250 1.234 0.267 
Expertise 0.291 0.171 2.889 0.089 
Farsightedness -0.589 0.237 6.152 0.013 
Integrity -0.029 0.240 0.014 0.905 
Charisma -0.204 0.183 1.241 0.265 
Interpersonal Skills -0.112 0.230 0.237 0.626 
Decision Making 0.136 0.194 0.490 0.484 
Constant 0.315 2.605 0.015 0.904 
  Table F.1  Binary logistic regression comparing generation Z to other generation belonging 

    χ2(10) = , p = , R2 = 0. (Cox & Snell), R2 = 0. (Nagelkerke) 

 

Variables in Equation B S.E. Wald p 
Humility 0.105 0.144 0.531 0.466 
Trustworthiness 0.008 0.213 0.001 0.970 
Enthusiasm -0.281 0.195 2.078 0.149 
Determination -0.099 0.185 0.284 0.594 
Expertise -0.054 0.140 0.151 0.697 
Farsightedness 0.420 0.196 4.564 0.033 
Integrity -0.038 0.181 0.045 0.832 
Charisma 0.244 0.144 2.874 0.090 
Interpersonal Skills 0.045 0.179 0.063 0.802 
Decision Making -0.006 0.141 0.002 0.969 
Constant -4.072 2.214 3.384 0.066 
  Table F.2  Binary logistic regression comparing generation Y to other generation belonging, 

    χ2(10) = 9.060, p = 0.526, R2 = 0.054 (Cox & Snell), R2 = 0.080 (Nagelkerke) 
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Variables in Equation B S.E. Wald p 
Humility -0.036 0.122 0.087 0.768 
Trustworthiness 0.185 0.194 0.910 0.340 
Enthusiasm 0.038 0.170 0.050 0.823 
Determination 0.023 0.165 0.019 0.890 
Expertise -0.084 0.121 0.481 0.488 
Farsightedness -0.281 0.162 3.002 0.083 
Integrity 0.092 0.169 0.296 0.586 
Charisma -0.053 0.122 0.186 0.667 
Interpersonal Skills -0.040 0.160 0.062 0.803 
Decision Making -0.071 0.123 0.331 0.565 
Constant 1.349 1.903 0.503 0.478 
  Table F.3  Binary logistic regression comparing generation X to other generation belonging 

    χ2(10) = 6.849, p = 0.740, R2 = 0.041 (Cox & Snell), R2 = 0.055 (Nagelkerke) 

 

Variables in Equation B S.E. Wald p 
Humility -0.114 0.156 0.530 0.467 
Trustworthiness -0.382 0.275 1.922 0.166 
Enthusiasm 0.450 0.261 2.965 0.085 
Determination -0.123 0.219 0.317 0.574 
Expertise -0.114 0.172 0.442 0.506 
Farsightedness 0.519 0.255 4.144 0.042 
Integrity -0.032 0.225 0.020 0.888 
Charisma -0.006 0.167 0.001 0.972 
Interpersonal Skills 0.127 0.233 0.295 0.587 
Decision Making 0.027 0.172 0.025 0.874 
Constant -4.632 2.683 2.981 0.084 
  Table F.4  Binary logistic regression comparing Baby Boomers to other generation belonging 

    χ2(10) = 12.010, p = 0.284, R2 = 0.071 (Cox & Snell), R2 = 0.122 (Nagelkerke) 

 


