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Abstract: Team cohesiveness plays a crucial role in effective teamwork, innovation, and improved
performance, and as such, its development among team members is an essential part of team man-
agement. However, it may be disregarded by leaders with a high bottom-line mentality (BLM; a
single-minded focus on the bottom line at the expense of other values or priorities). These leaders
may show little interest in other priorities, such as ethical, social, or environmental considerations,
and may be tempted to push their followers to go above and beyond what is expected, even if it
means bending the rules, cutting corners, or engaging in other ethically problematic behaviors. We
argue that although a team leader’s BLM may motivate followers to come together around the pur-
suit of a common goal, it may come at the expense of nurturing healthy interpersonal relationships,
trust, and other important social resources within the team. Specifically, we argue that the way lead-
ers with a high BLM approach their goals may affect team cohesiveness, and that it is particularly
negative for female leaders. Using a large multi-national study, we found that this happens through
increased directive and lowered participative leader behaviors.

Keywords: leader bottom-line mentality; team cohesiveness; directive leadership; participative
leadership

1. Introduction

Leaders play an essential role in fostering team effectiveness and organizational suc-
cess. To employees, leaders’ values, behaviors, and principles serve as important cues for
organizational norms and culture [1], what kind of behavior is expected and preferred
[2,3], and how to approach key organizational results [4,5]. As such, to create effective
teams, leaders need to ensure that team members are motivated and willing to work to-
gether to achieve their team and organizational goals [1,6], and do so in a sustainable
manner. However, when team leaders focus single-mindedly on getting organizational
results and ignore important priorities and objectives along the way [4], it is possible that
team cohesiveness (i.e., the extent to which team members stick together and remain
united in the pursuit of a common goal [7]) may be negatively impacted. Although com-
mon goals can create a strong focus for team members and push them to better perfor-
mance, they may do so at the expense of the team’s interpersonal relationships, and may
ultimately affect the wellbeing and productivity of its members, or even the overall long-
term vitality of the organization [3,8,9].

These leaders, described as having a bottom-line mentality (BLM [4]), seem to high-
light the tendency to strive for organizational results no matter the cost [5], which reflects
a message that there are no other options [8] than achieving them. As team success can
breed collegiality and team cohesiveness [10], leaders high in BLM may be tempted to
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push their followers to go above and beyond what is expected, even if it means bending
the rules, cutting corners, preferring quick-fix solutions, or engaging in other ethically
problematic behaviors [4,5,9]. However, as their sole focus is on bottom-line results, lead-
ers with a high BLM may show little interest in other priorities, such as ethical [6,11] or
environmental considerations [4] thereby impeding the organization’s long-term perfor-
mance [3-5], as well as the wellbeing of followers [12] and co-workers [4]. This mentality
dominates these leaders’ discussions and decisions [5], while also guiding their behaviors.
A BLM might thus motivate leaders to focus employees’ efforts on productivity, effi-
ciency, and quantitative performance [13,14] rather than empowering, guiding, or men-
toring them, as this seems irrelevant in the pursuit of the bottom-line. As team cohesive-
ness is a vital part of team management [6], a leader who only focuses on bottom-line
outcomes may ignore essential aspects of fostering healthy interpersonal relationships
[15] within the team. To followers, this kind of leader mentality may come across as more
transactional [8], and it may have a negative effect on their creativity [16,17], wellbeing
[15], open communication [5,8], and overall engagement and work performance [18].

While our understanding of the dysfunctional implications of leader BLM on fol-
lower behavior is growing (e.g., [4,11,12,19]), little is known about how such a mentality
affects the way leaders approach their leadership role and its impact on team cohesiveness
[16]. Due to their power and status, leaders’ values, beliefs, behaviors, and norms tend to
become shared values and expected behaviors within organizations [3]. To promote more
sustainable business practices, such as the triple bottom-line (i.e., the simultaneous pur-
suit of ethical, environmental, and financial considerations; [20], it is important to under-
stand how leaders’ focus on only certain organizational results (i.e., bottom-line out-
comes) affects leader behaviors and, subsequently, team outcomes. As an important part
of team functioning [15], team cohesiveness requires effective leadership [21], and thus,
served as an interesting starting point for advancing our current understanding of BLM.
To do so, we also explored how the relationship between BLM and team cohesiveness
might be mediated by two vital leadership styles (viz. directive and participative leader-
ship styles). We argue that a leader’s BLM might manifest as more directive leadership,
defined as task-oriented behavior with a strong emphasis on targets, close supervision,
and control of subordinate actions [18,21]. In addition, we argue that leader BLM may
impede participative leadership, that is, people-oriented behavior focusing on the delega-
tion of responsibilities and shared influence on decision-making [22,23]. We expect that
these leadership styles, in turn, explain why leader BLM may negatively influence team
cohesiveness.

Our research contributes to the emerging BLM literature in several ways. First, prior
studies have mainly focused on a BLM’s effects on individual follower behavior, except
for Greenbaum et al. [16], who looked at how a BLM negatively affects group psycholog-
ical safety and creativity, and Lin et al. [24], who explored team performance and the
team’s response to supervisor BLM through team performance avoidance goal orienta-
tion. Team outcomes are increasingly important, as today’s competitive business climate
and growing market uncertainties drive organizations to become more productive, inno-
vative, and sustainable than ever before [17,25]. We argue that leader BLM may have im-
portant implications for team cohesiveness due to its narrow focus on bottom-line out-
comes alone [5]. Second, since BLM is a mentality, a frame of mind that revolves exclu-
sively around achieving bottom-line results rather than a set of leadership styles [4], we
explored the relationship with two much-studied leadership styles (i.e., directive and par-
ticipative leadership styles). Thus, we explored how a single-minded focus on the bottom-
line (i.e., BLM) is manifested in leader behavior. By building this connection, our research
enhances the understanding of how leader BLM might affect team functioning (viz. team
cohesiveness) by influencing how high-BLM leaders adopt these two leadership styles. As
both styles have been linked with high levels of organizational outcomes [22,26] and in-
duce effective work processes [26], they also provide an important basis for further, more
complex BLM studies. Third, we utilize a unique dataset collected from 80 countries,
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allowing deeper insights into the BLM phenomenon in different parts of the world. In this
vein, our research further advances the generalizability of BLM effects across cultures. In
sum, our research is novel and distinct from prior research on leadership styles and team
outcomes [18,21], to the extent that we focus on BLM as a driver of leadership styles and
the subsequent implications of BLM on team cohesiveness.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
2.1. Bottom-Line Mentality

Technically, the term bottom-line refers to the final and most important number on
an income statement: the profit and loss number. While the bottom-line can also be de-
fined more broadly as “whatever is worth paying attention to while everything else is
discarded” ([5], p. 145), most studies relate it to financial results, such as profits. Further,
it is often assumed that leaders high in BLM are obsessed with their personal success and,
thus, see the attainment of the bottom-line as striving for personal gains [11,13], to which
employees are only a means to an end [8]. This self-serving inclination might derive from
the leader’s remuneration being tied to organizational results and cues from the business
environment [2,22] or more personal motives, such as reaching career milestones or
achieving praise from top management. It is also possible that financial pursuits trigger a
more self-serving inclination [27]. However, organizations differ with respect to how they
construe the bottom-line, and we suspect it can also exist on a personal, team, and organ-
izational level. We assume that BLM can exist in different output-focused industries, such
as restaurants, hospitals, militaries, universities, and sports teams, thus highlighting the
varied nature of this single-minded focus on results. In this sense, a BLM reflects a strong
motivation and commitment towards attaining results, which may divert the leaders’ fo-
cus from other priorities [14].

The growing body of research exploring BLM suggests that a leader’s exclusive focus
on bottom-line outcomes may be associated with several dysfunctional consequences,
such as creating unethical and toxic climates [2,3] along with destructive interpersonal
behaviors [4,19), abusive supervision [12], and unethical pro-organizational behavior
(UPB [11]). However, a focus on bottom-line goals may be beneficial and even necessary
for organizational success and employee productivity. Goals, in general, have a focusing
effect [14] on performance through their influence on the intensity, direction, and persis-
tence of effort, and are most effective when leaders are committed to the goals [28]. Lead-
ers’ bottom-line goals often provide clear, unambiguous, and objective means for evalu-
ating performance and clarifying performance expectations [28]. Along this line, some
studies have also evidenced the benefits of leader BLM (e.g., increased employee focus on
work, high performance, and thriving at work [2,13]), which implies that a BLM may be a
double-edged sword.

Thus, ultimately, a focus on the bottom-line itself does not make a BLM dysfunc-
tional, but rather how other processes and (moral) values are ignored in its pursuit [4,14].
To ensure team effectiveness, teams should have a team task, clear boundaries, a specified
authority to manage work processes, and some degree of membership stability [29]. In
this regard, leader BLM should enhance team effectiveness with its clear direction and
shared understanding of performance standards [16,30]. When leaders possess high
BLMs, they convey a strong message about the importance of striving for bottom-line out-
comes [4], as well as assign accountability and communicae the responsibilities of their
employees within the organization [5]. To understand how a BLM might affect managers’
leadership styles and ultimately team cohesiveness, we first discuss the relationship be-
tween leader BLM and team cohesiveness. We then turn to two highly studied leadership
styles, which embody relatively consistent leader behaviors, as an explanation for why
leader BLM influences team cohesiveness.
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2.2. Team Leader BLM and Team Cohesiveness

A team refers to two or more people who each have separate responsibilities and/or
assignments, working together for a common and valued goal [31] and, by sharing their
knowledge and skills, can work more effectively than any single individual. Often, this
common goal can be objectified as a (quantitative) measure of the team’s performance
[29], such as a bottom-line. Team cohesiveness (i.e., the degree to which members are at-
tracted to the team and motivated to remain a part of it [7]) has been shown to correlate
with effective teamwork [29], innovation within teams and organizations [32], increased
exchange of information and ideas [33], and improved performance [6,34], and as such,
its development among team members is an integral part of team management [6,21]. The
social and motivational forces existing between team members are an essential part of
cohesiveness [29,34] as well as psychological safety (i.e., the shared belief that the team is
a safe space for personal risk-taking due to trust and respect among team members [35])
and, thus, facilitate or even determine better performance [6]. Members of cohesive
groups value their membership and work to maintain positive relationships among group
members [7] and coordinate activities [28] to ensure successful performance [34]. How-
ever, too much team cohesiveness has also been linked to adverse effects, such as group-
think (i.e., the pressure to conform to group norms and reduced critical thinking [36,37]),
impaired decision-making and decision quality [38], low productivity [39], and wasting
team resources [33].

As team cohesiveness relies largely on team members” willingness to work together,
and is generally considered to consist of interpersonal attraction, task commitment, and
group pride [6,29], we expected leader BLM to be negatively associated with overall team
cohesiveness for two main reasons. First, leaders with a BLM focus only on achieving bot-
tom-line results [4], and consequently, team members working under such leaders are
likely to be preoccupied with the attainment of the bottom-line (task commitment) rather
than on developing good interpersonal relationships with other team members. Although
team cohesiveness can lead to better use of the group’s resources since group members
will have the opportunity to know each other better in cohesive teams and will be more
likely to complete tasks successfully [6], building such interpersonal relationships may
not be a priority for employees working under high-BLM leaders [4,8]. These leaders are
likely more directional in their approach, instructing team members about their most im-
portant priority (i.e., the bottom-line) and creating a collective understanding of perfor-
mance standards [16]. Following their leaders, team members also internalize this idea of
focusing single-mindedly on the bottom-line [4], and while this may increase task com-
mitment, it may come at the expense of building a cohesive team.

Second, leader BLM stimulates a competitive mindset that may indicate that team
members need to outperform one another [13]. Leaders with a high BLM value the attain-
ment of the botto-line and high performance above everything else [2,5,25] and hence sig-
nal to their followers that to gain recognition for their efforts, they must work harder than
anyone else. Followers might believe that there can be “only one winner”, as the leader’s
priority for the bottom-line sends a signal of what is valued within the organization and
thus, sets the stage for motivation and behaviors within the team [11,25]. Team members
who make the most contributions to the bottom-line (i.e., winners) get rewarded, while
the losers might be punished [4]. In this regard, leaders with a high BLM typically use
both carrots and sticks on their employees (i.e., incentivize, withhold rewards, punish
[3,12]) to get the results they crave, thus potentially even pitting team members against
each other. Indeed, prior studies have found a positive relationship between BLM and
social undermining among employees [4], as well as a perceived competitive work climate
[13] and performing tension [24], which are assumed to negatively affect team cohesive-
ness. BLM has also been found to trickle down [4], which may further impede the nurtur-
ing of healthy relationships, engagement, and conflict resolution [15] within the team.
Thus, as team members try to outperform each other in order to appease their leader, who
is very clear, assertive, and directional about his/her bottom-line goals, these team
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members are less likely to see the value of developing interpersonal relationships with
other team members. Accordingly, we expected leader BLM to be negatively associated
with team cohesiveness.

Hypothesis 1. Leader BLM is negatively related to team cohesiveness.

2.3. The Mediating Role of Leadership Styles

We further argue that the underlying reason leaders with a high BLM may reduce
team cohesiveness derives from the leadership styles they use. As a BLM diverts the lead-
ers’ focus from other concentrations (e.g., ethical and interpersonal considerations [4]), it
may well be that it also affects how leaders behave and how their behavior is perceived
by their followers. Leadership refers to the abilities of an individual to influence, motivate,
and enable others to contribute to the effectiveness and success of the organizations they
are part of [40]. Many leadership models identify two main types of leadership behaviors:
task-oriented and people-oriented behavior. By some, these are translated as directive and
participative leadership [1], which have been utilized in numerous cross-cultural leader-
ship studies (e.g., [21,41,42]). These two leadership styles are considered independent of
each other [43] and can also co-exist [44]. Leaders can be high on task- and people-orien-
tation and demonstrate directive and participative leadership sequentially and simulta-
neously. Thus, it is possible that leaders utilize both leadership styles.

High-BLM leaders focus single-mindedly on attaining bottom-line results [4,5]. As
only the results matter to these leaders, they are likely to closely monitor their team mem-
bers to ensure that bottom-line results are achieved or even surpassed. Leaders might even
resort to abuse if they notice that followers are hindering their efforts to attain bottom-line
goals [12]. Thus, we assume that this kind of mentality may manifest as directive leader
behavior, usually defined as task-oriented behavior with a strong tendency to dominate
interactions, control discussions, and personally direct task completion [43,45]. Following
Wendt et al. [21] and Euwema et al. [41], we define directive leadership as task-oriented
behavior with a strong focus on targets, close supervision, and control of subordinate ac-
tions. As the high-BLM leader’s primary focus is getting results, whatever the cost [4],
they may ignore other leadership responsibilities and resort to actively structuring their
followers” work, pressuring team members for results, and closely supervising details
[45]. Thus, we hypothesized the following;:

Hypothesis 2a. Leader BLM is positively related to directive leadership.

As leaders with a high BLM may be tempted to pursue their own agenda in deter-
mining what the team should focus on [5] due to compensation or career goals, they may
care less about incorporating their followers in the decision-making processes, thus send-
ing a message to followers that their opinions and input are less relevant [8]. This would
imply a negative correlation with participative leadership, which strongly focuses on re-
lationships, collaboration, and shared power [22,26]. Participative leadership consists of
behaviors that encourage follower influence on decision-making [22,26,46], work unit op-
erations, and problem-solving. As we argued earlier, high-BLM leaders may unite their
teams around a common goal, but they may ignore other important team-building tasks,
such as developing positive interpersonal relationships with their followers [46]. This uni-
dimensional focus on results could thus lead to a decrease in participative leader behav-
iors, such as giving freedom and responsibility on how to execute assignments [47], and
allowing enough space and time to make the best decisions together with, or at least lis-
tening to, their followers [46]. Therefore, we assumed the following:

Hypothesis 2b. Leader BLM is negatively related to participative leadership.
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2.4. Implications for Team Cohesiveness

In turn, as high-BLM leaders become more directive and less participative in their
approach, team cohesiveness is likely to be negatively affected. To the extent that team
leader BLM increases directive and reduces participative leadership, we expect leader
BLM to influence team cohesiveness through these two leadership styles. As team cohe-
siveness relies on its members’ willingness to stay in the group while working and sup-
porting each other in their pursuit of a common goal, it also requires coordinating efforts
from the team leader [46]. Leaders with a high BLM might promote more self-serving
behaviors [3,5] and, thus, set an example of acceptable behavior for their followers. Di-
rective behaviors may inhibit group-oriented behaviors [21,41] and together with a BLM’s
potential to trickle down to followers [4], they may further impede team members’ will-
ingness to nurture in-group relations or even cause social undermining [4,19]. While a
leader’s directive behavior may increase the team’s efficiency [44,47], and team success
can increase team cohesiveness through collegiality [10], followers under directive leaders
may not feel appreciated and may question their willingness to stay in the team [21], es-
pecially if they feel used by their leader [8]. Thus, we argue that while a BLM and follow-
ing directive behavior may temporarily increase team cohesiveness through task commit-
ment, it may harm the overall team cohesiveness, which relies on team members support-
ing and trusting each other [10].

If a leader is preoccupied with attaining the bottom-line, they may not pay attention
to team processes, psychological safety [35], or enforcing mutual trust, communication,
and interpersonal relationships needed for effective team functioning [31]. Thus, they may
also omit participative leader behaviors, such as delegating responsibilities and involving
followers in decision-making [22], which have been linked with psychological empower-
ment [39], subordinates’ feelings of trust [48], and creativity [49]. As participative leader
behaviors aim to empower followers and engage them in decision-making [27], they
might increase the development of trusted relationships within the team, which allow for
the exchange of knowledge, resources, and opportunities [10], and increased performance
[6] needed for team cohesiveness. However, a leader’s high BLM might distract them from
these behaviors and thus limit the team members’ attraction to the team and their willing-
ness to maintain a good relationship with each other, thus decreasing team cohesiveness.

Consistent with these arguments, prior studies have shown the importance of lead-
ership styles for team cohesiveness [21,29,38]. In sum, to the extent that that leader BLM
heightens directive leadership and reduces participative leadership, we expected these
two leadership styles to mediate the relationship between leader BLM and team cohesive-
ness. Thus, we hypothesized the following;:

Hypothesis 3a. Directive leadership mediates the negative relationship between leader BLM and
team cohesiveness.

Hypothesis 3b. Participative leadership mediates the negative relationship between leader BLM
and team cohesiveness.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample and Procedure

This study utilized data collected by a global consultancy firm. The dataset contains
dyadic data of both leaders and their direct subordinates from a broad range of public and
private industries. We mainly utilized the subordinate ratings of leadership behavior due
to complications of leader self-ratings [50]. The final dataset included 83 countries,
wherein 21 countries we had at least 25 respondents (the full list can be requested from
the first author). The managers were located in different countries (Appendix A). The data
collection was conducted as part of the assessment of management training programs
within each organization and thus guaranteed us an almost 100% response rate, as



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8047

7 of 19

providing feedback was a precondition to participating in these programs. Managers in-
vited their subordinates to provide anonymous feedback for development purposes only.
The sample contained 531 managers (70% male, 30% female) and 2653 corresponding fol-
lowers (65% male, 35% female). This implies, on average, 5 employees directly supervised
by each manager in this study.

3.2. Measures

Leader BLM. Leader BLM was measured using four items (a = 0.83) from Greenbaum
etal. [4]. We added contrasting statements, which indicate a more versatile focus on work.
All items used a bi-polar 6-point scale [21,41,42] with alternate answers on the extreme
poles. The following is an example item with both statements: “My manager only cares
about the business results” versus “My manager cares about the business as well as other
results”. The scales for our variables are presented in Appendix C.

Directive leadership. Following the work of Euwema et al. [41], directive leadership
was measured with five items (ot = 0.72). Similarly to leader BLM, all items were measured
using a bi-polar (6-point) scale with opposing responses. The following is an example
item: “Expects people to carry out their instructions immediately”. We omitted the scores
from the managers themselves to avoid self-serving bias.

Participative leadership. The five items (a = 0.78) in the questionnaire were specifically
developed by the consultancy firm (see Euwema et al. [41]) and have since been utilized
in large cross-cultural studies (e.g., [42]). The following is an example item: “Encourages
people to participate in most decision-making”.

Team cohesiveness. Team cohesiveness was measured with five items (a = 0.81), docu-
mented in Wendt et al. [21] and updated in 2015. The following is an example item: “There
is a lot of personal loyalty to the team”.

Control variables. We controlled for demographic variables that might have influenced
the relationships and outcomes in our study, namely the leaders’ ages, organizational
level, and tenure. We also controlled for the industry and the level of countries’ develop-
ment to see if there were external factors that might explain the effects of leader BLM.
Further, as gender and societal culture have been shown to have significant links to leader
behavior [21,41,51], we also controlled for leader gender and societal culture (while we
acknowledge the fluidity of gender and its construct, here we refer to gender in terms of
biological sex (i.e., female and male)). However, because raters were only recommended
to fill in demographic information, we had to work with many missing values.

We measured collectivism with GLOBE’s [40] national scores. Similar to others [21],
we used GLOBE country practice (“as is”) rather than values (“should be”) scores. These
practice scores reflect the ways values are currently being displayed, thus more likely af-
fecting people’s behavior in each culture. GLOBE divides collectivism further into insti-
tutional (the degree to which organizational and societal institutional practices “encour-
age and reward collective distribution of resources and collective action” [40], p. 463) and
in-group collectivism (“the degree to which individuals express pride, loyalty and cohe-
siveness in their organizations or families”; [40], p. 12). However, for some cultures such
as Belgium and Slovakia, there are no GLOBE cultural parameters in the work of House
et al. [40].

3.3. Data Analysis and Measurement Issues

Language issues are always a critical concern in cross-cultural studies. Following
prior studies that utilized the same database [21,51], we used the so-called application
mode of translation [52], where native speakers translated all items from English to the
language of the participating countries. This method implicitly assumes that the underly-
ing construct is appropriate for each cultural group and that a simple, straightforward
translation will suffice to get an instrument that adequately measures the same construct
in the target group. The translators (consultants) were trained in the concepts and were
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familiar with the societies’ cultures, which should increase the likelihood that their trans-
lations represented the concepts adequately.

3.4. Methods

We analyzed the data on three levels: teams are working in a culture, teams have a
manager, and employees rate their manager. However, similarly to Somech and Wen-
derow [24], our BLM variables did not show an appropriate level of agreement among the
respondents. We tested the interrater agreement of the subordinate responses using intra-
class correlation ICC(2), which estimates the reliability of mean differences across organ-
izations, and within-group agreement (Rwg), which assesses interrater reliability among
judgments by a single group of respondents on a single variable (in this case, followers
assessing their leader) [53,54]. ICC(2) was too low (0.595) (Rws statistic 0.56) to justify ag-
gregation. Thus, we treated our data at the individual level of analysis. Further, as we
intended to explore a BLM’s effects on team functioning, we treated cohesiveness as a
group-level concept [6,34]. To justify this, we tested the interrater agreement with ICC(2),
which returned (0.658), thus justifying the aggregation [34].

4. Results

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for all
the measures included in the study on employee levels. To observe leader BLM’s effects
on teams, we aggregated team cohesiveness on a team level. As predicted, leader BLM
shows a negative correlation with team cohesiveness (r = -0.40, p <0.01), a positive corre-
lation with directive leadership (r = 0.23, p <0.01), and a negative correlation with partic-
ipative leadership (r =-0.62, p < 0.01). Surprisingly, however, the correlation is rather low
between leader BLM and directive leadership, and higher between leader BLM and par-
ticipative leadership. We also found a low negative correlation (r=-0.11, p <0.01) between
leader BLM and gender, suggesting that female leaders show less BLM. Only in-group
collectivism showed significant correlations with leader BLM, and thus we dropped insti-
tutional collectivism from our model. In-group collectivism shows a small but significant
correlation (r = 0.06, p < 0.01) with leader BLM, indicating that this is more prevalent in
collectivistic cultures.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

N Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Directive 2653 3.45 0.94
2. Participative 2653 4.60 0.95 -0.23 **
3. Leader BLM 2653 2.38 1.08 0.23*  —0.62**
4. Gender 2402 0.35 0.48 -0.05* 0.00 -0.11 **
5. In-group collectivism 2230 4.79 0.66 0.16 ** 0.08 ** 0.06 **  -0.10**
6. Team cohesiveness 2653 4.72 1.01 -0.10 0.46**  —0.40* 0.00 0.12 **

Note. Gender is coded: 0 = male, 1 female; * p <0.05, ** p < 0.01, two-tailed.

We tested our hypotheses simultaneously through structural equation modeling
(SEM), as the model assumes relations between both mediating variables and the depend-
ent variable. We used SPSS AMOS [55] to conduct the analysis of the latent variables
[56,57]. Latent variables are often used in psychological studies, as they provide a degree
of abstraction to generalize relationships and test hypotheses among constructs [56,57].
We included the respondents’ age, gender, qualification, tenure, organizational level, in-
dustry, societal culture, and level of country’s development as control variables. We per-
formed bootstrapping (10,000 samples and 95% bootstrap confidence intervals) to esti-
mate the standard errors and confidence intervals of the indirect effects.
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The final model with latent variables is presented in Figure 1. The model shows an
acceptable fit (x?=1176.353; df = 175; p = 0.000; x*/df = 6.722; RMSEA = 0.054, CFI = 0.930,
and TLI = 0.916), which means the model fits the data well [57].

In-group
collectivism

Directive
leadership

Team
cohesiveness

Leader BLM

Participative
leadership

Gender

""""" *Not significant - -> p <0.05 — p<0.01

Figure 1. Structural equation modeling of the key research variables.

The model shows all expected relations. To confirm Hypothesis 1 (negative relation
between leader BLM and team cohesiveness), we needed a more detailed analysis, as the
direct effect is insignificant. Hypothesis 2a (positive relation between leader BLM and di-
rective leadership) and Hypothesis 2b (negative relation between leader BLM and partic-
ipative leadership) are confirmed.

We also controlled for societal culture utilizing the most studied dimension in organ-
izational research, individualism-collectivism [58], and gender. When controlling for cul-
ture and gender, BLM had a positive effect on directive leadership (Table 2). In-group
collectivism had a positive effect on directive leadership. Participative leadership was
negatively and significantly related to leader BLM. The effect remained negative when
controlling for gender and societal culture. In-group collectivism had a positive effect on
participative leadership. The results for our hypotheses tests remained the same with or
without adding the other control variables.

To test Hypothesis 3a (directive leadership mediates the negative relationship be-
tween leader BLM and team cohesiveness) and Hypothesis 3b (participative leadership
mediates the negative relationship between leader BLM and team cohesiveness), we ex-
plored the indirect and direct effects in more detail.

Table 2. Direct and indirect effects of leader BLM on team cohesiveness.

Standardized
Effect SE P
Leader BLM and influence on team cohesiveness
Total effect -0.337 0.022 0.002
Direct effect -0.023 0.057 ns
Indirect effect -0.314 0.049 0.002
BLM > Directive > Team cohesiveness 0.008 0.072

BLM > Participative > Team cohesiveness -0.238 0.002
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As the direct effect is insignificant (p > 0.05), there is full mediation. Hypothesis 1 is,
therefore, only confirmed via the directive and participative leadership styles. We found
a significant indirect effect (-0.314) between leader BLM and team cohesiveness (Table 2).
However, with closer inspection, we found both a positive mediating effect through di-
rective leadership (p < 0.10) and a more considerable negative mediating effect through
participative leadership, which compensates for the positive effect of a BLM on team co-
hesiveness via directive leadership. However, since this indirect effect is clearly significant
only for participative leadership (p < 0.05), Hypothesis 3b is confirmed. Hypothesis 3a
required further analysis. The results for our hypotheses remained the same with or with-
out the control variables and therefore we have not reported the analyses where we in-
cluded the various control variables.

We also performed a multi-group analysis based on the leaders’ genders, where we
constrained parameters to be equal across the two groups, except for the relationships
between the main variables. In the AMOS package, this configuration is called Measure-
ment Intercepts [55]. Interestingly, we found a significant negative direct effect (-0.199, p
< 0.01) between leader BLM and team cohesiveness for female leaders (Table 3), but for
male leaders, the direct effect is not significant (Table 4). Based on this more detailed anal-
ysis, we can confirm Hypothesis 1 only for female leaders. Moreover, for female leaders,
we found only a significant mediating effect for participative leadership (-0.258). For male
leaders, the positive mediating effect for directive leadership (0.010) is only significant at
p <0.10. Therefore, we cannot confirm Hypothesis 3a for either gender. We found a nega-
tive mediating effect for participative leadership (-0.191) for male leaders as well, and
thus, Hypothesis 3b is confirmed for both genders. Fit for this model is good, CFI 0.935,
TLI 0.931, and RMSEA 0.038. It seems that followers tolerate a BLM more from male lead-
ers than from female leaders, given that the direct negative effect of BLM on team cohe-
siveness could only be found for female managers. For male managers, the direct negative
effect was not significant, implying that their BLM is not as counterproductive on team
cohesiveness as for their female counterparts. Table 5 sums up our research hypotheses
and results.

Table 3. Direct and indirect effects of leader BLM on team cohesiveness for female leaders.

Standardized

Effect SE P
Leader BLM and influence on team cohesiveness
Total effect -0.448 0.048 0.002
Direct effect -0.199 0.069 0.009
Indirect effect -0.196 0.037 0.001
BLM > Directive > Team cohesiveness -0.005 ns
BLM > Participative > Team cohesiveness -0.258 0.008

Note: N =428.

Table 4. Direct and indirect effects of leader BLM on team cohesiveness for male leaders.

Standardized
Effect SE P
Leader BLM and influence on team cohesiveness

Total effect -0.350 0.034 0.003

Direct effect -0.080 0.062 ns
Indirect effect -0.271 0.050 0.001
BLM > Directive > Team cohesiveness 0.010 0.071
BLM > Participative > Team cohesiveness -0.191 0.002

Note: N =1198.
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Table 5. Study hypotheses and results.

Hypotheses and Proposed Relationships Result

H1: Leader BLM is negatively related to team cohesiveness. Partially confirmed
H2a: Leader BLM is positively related to directive leadership. Confirmed

H2b: Leader BLM is negatively related to participative leadership. Confirmed

H3a: Directive leadership mediates the negative relationship between leader BLM and team co-

hesiveness.

H3b: Participative leadership mediates the negative relationship between leader BLM and team

cohesiveness.

Not confirmed

Confirmed

5. Discussion

The present study offers new insights on leader BLM by linking it to team cohesive-
ness and two fundamental patterns of leadership styles. We focused on directive leader-
ship style, which refers to behaviors aimed at creating a psychological structure for sub-
ordinates by giving specific guidance and clarifying rules, policies, and procedures
[43,45], and on participative leadership, which refers to joint decision-making or at least
shared influence on decision-making by a leader and his/her followers [27]. As expected,
we found a negative relation between leader BLM and team cohesiveness, but only par-
ticipative leadership negatively and significantly mediates this relationship. We also
found a positive link between BLM and directive leadership and a negative link between
BLM and participative leadership.

5.1. Theoretical Considerations

This study contributes to the emerging BLM research in several ways. First, our study
explored the effects of this unidimensional mindset on team functioning through team
cohesiveness. As BLM research is still in its early stages [13], most of the extant studies
have looked at its effects on an individual level (e.g., [2,4,8]) and therefore, we add more
understanding of its impacts on the team level. We further extend the recent works of
Greenbaum et al. [16] and Lin et al. [24] by exploring how leader BLM might affect team
cohesiveness, which has an important effect on team processes [31] and thus team func-
tioning. As team cohesiveness consists of both social and task cohesiveness [34], we argue
that highlighting only the task at hand (i.e., the bottom-line) might enforce the signal that
followers and fellow team members are only a means to an end of their supervisor’s goal-
pursuit [8]. Team cohesiveness requires effective leadership [6,15], and thus, a leader with
a high BLM may not consider it a priority. Even though team members might be united
by success [10] and the shared goal of the bottom-line, the overall effect for team cohesive-
ness remains negative. Team leaders’ attitudes, behaviors, and mentalities send an im-
portant message of what is expected and valued within the organization [3,13] and thus,
a leader who only highlights the attainment of the bottom line may reflect a message that
interpersonal relationships and social resources within the team are not important. This
may, therefore, lead to lower overall cohesiveness.

Interestingly, we found that the relation between leader BLM and team cohesiveness
is different for male and female leaders. Namely, we found a negative direct effect for
female leader BLM, implying that team cohesiveness is particularly affected when the
leader is a female with a high BLM. When looking at the mediating effects, we found a
very low (for male leaders) or an insignificant mediating effect (for female leaders) for
directive leadership. For both genders, there is a significant mediating effect of participa-
tive leadership, which indicates that it is the lowered interest in followers that may be
particularly harmful to team cohesiveness. These findings are somewhat in line with large
multi-national studies highlighting differences between male and female leaders and fol-
lower perceptions (e.g., [51,59,60]). These studies have found that female leaders tend to
have a broader focus on organizational considerations, such that they can be simultane-
ously task-oriented and use directive behaviors while still showing care for others and use
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participative behaviors. Prior studies have also found that gender may have an interper-
sonal effect on leadership and that female leaders may face dual expectations of being
both competent and nice to be perceived effective in a way that male leaders do not [59,60].
Thus, a female leader emphasizing only bottom-line results and engaging in less partici-
pative behaviors may even be viewed as less effective than their male counterparts and,
therefore, they may have a more negative impact on ensuing team cohesiveness.

Second, we explored how a BLM might affect a leader’s behavior through leadership
styles. The general assumption behind BLM is that it is neutral [4], but its potential for
shielding one’s attention from anything else [14] and how it is manifested through leader
behavior may lead to both positive and negative outcomes. By exploring a BLM's effects
on directive and participative behavior, which have both been linked to positive and neg-
ative outcomes [22,27], we present avenues through which BLM may lead to different ef-
fects for organizational functioning. We also add to extant leadership research by present-
ing BLM as an antecedent of leadership behavior. Although the positive relationship with
directive leadership strengthens the rationale of a BLM leading to task-oriented, control-
ling, and closely monitoring behavior [4,5], this correlation is relatively low and the me-
diating effect is only significant for male leaders (p < 0.10). Similarly, the negative correla-
tion with participative leadership indicates that followers and their relationships are a
lower priority for BLM leaders. Both relationships were stronger in cultures with high in-
group collectivism, suggesting that leadership is related to norms about leadership be-
havior and effectiveness [40]. These findings are similar to prior studies showing positive
correlations between directive leadership and collectivism [21,40]. It appears that the dys-
functional effects of leader BLM [4,11,16] may be mostly attributed to the lowered levels
of participative behaviors and, somewhat, to increased directive behaviors.

Third, we add more understanding to the effects of leader BLM on a team level. If
leaders are only focused on their bottom-line pursuit, they might ignore other responsi-
bilities of their leadership position, such as caring for employees’ wellbeing or taking their
opinions into account. A leader’s BLM might lead them to focus more on achieving goals,
and thus, utilizing directive behaviors getting there, rather than taking the time to build
and nurture intra-team relationships [30]. While directive behaviors can be beneficial and
needed, especially during crises [42] or early stages of team formation [61], their dominant
use may be harmful in the long term. As a BLM may create a tunnel-vision towards other
priorities [5], we argue that it might affect how leaders behave and treat their followers,
thereby limiting their behaviors towards task completion (i.e., attaining the bottom-line).
If leaders continue using directive behavior, their teams might develop a strong depend-
ency on them [40] —depending on their leader to direct every aspect of their tasks, includ-
ing how and when to move forward. Employees under directive leaders often demon-
strate little personal initiative and fewer extra-role activities [40], and are more at risk of
developing groupthink [35]. As a BLM may increase directive and lower participative be-
haviors, it can lead to lowered team cohesiveness through lower group-oriented behaviors
and increased self-oriented approaches [5,21].

Fourth, as most of the studies around BLM have consisted of limited sample sizes
from either one or two countries, our larger sample from different parts of the world adds
to the current BLM research by enhancing the generalizability and applicability of the
construct. Following the call from Babalola et al. [13], we controlled for societal culture
and found that in-group collectivism also plays a role in the effects of leader BLM. Prior
studies show the importance of multi-national studies [21,39,41,57], and thus, extending
BLM research to different continents adds to its credibility within leadership research.

5.2. Practical Considerations

Research suggests that team cohesiveness plays a vital role in the team’s productive
capacity and requires effective leadership [21,45], and, therefore, it should be an important
consideration for team leaders. Based on our findings, it appears that a BLM may lead to
unilateral decision-making through lowered participative leadership behaviors, which
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may have adverse effects on creativity [48], empowerment [38], and feelings of trust [47].
Thus, although achieving organizational results is important, we encourage leaders to pay
attention to how they are pursued, ensuring that they also highlight the importance of
trust and social relations within the team. Social relations have been linked to innovation,
competitive advantage [17], and psychological safety [35], and as such, they also require
the leaders’ attention. As work is increasingly organized into teams [25,62], and the at-
tainment of organizational goals relies on the collaboration of team members, leaders
should use caution when they communicate their profit or performance expectations. If
followers perceive their leaders as having a high BLM, it may have negative consequences
for overall team cohesiveness and may even increase competitiveness [13], performing
tension [24], or other unethical tendencies within the team [3-5,9,11]. It appears that a
perceived BLM, particularly in female leaders, leads to lower team cohesiveness, which
could imply that a high BLM is more socially acceptable for male leaders than female
leaders. The tone set at the top is essential for organizational culture, ethical conduct, and
how results are pursued, as there is evidence that attitudes, behaviors, and mentalities
such as BLM may trickle down to followers [3,4].

Moreover, as a BLM tends to shield a leader’s focus from their followers’ wellbeing
and social relations [29], it might also shield their attention from other important consid-
erations, such as broader ethical or environmental consequences, or even long-term vital-
ity of the organization. Emerging research highlights that leaders with a BLM have a ten-
dency for short-term, high-risk decision-making ([4,5], see also [3,60]). This “whatever it
takes” dedication to short-term results (often revenues) above long-term sustainability is
found to create a climate in which unethical behavior can increase and thrive [3], or in
which interactions are considered in terms of wins and losses [5]. To ensure that leaders
do not only fixate on bottom-line outputs, we recommend that management pays atten-
tion to setting and committing to organizational values that support the development and
maintenance of a healthier organizational culture. As a BLM tends to narrow leaders’ fo-
cus exclusively on results, we advocate using the triple bottom-line as a countermeasure.
The triple bottom-line, which is also sometimes used synonymously with corporate social
responsibility (CSR), relies on the idea that organizations should equally pursue social,
environmental, and financial considerations [20]. Management should set these values
and create a concrete strategy on how to attain them through discussions with key stake-
holders, such as employees, customers, and suppliers, to not appear as only “greenwash-
ing” with such initiatives (i.e., appearing to take environmentally responsible actions,
which in reality, have a minimal positive impact [20]). Moreover, there is increasing evi-
dence that leaders” moral values have important implications for organizational success
[3,18,63]. As such, it is important that they align with the organization’s values and long-
term vision.

There seems to be a widely shared belief that participative leadership trumps di-
rective leadership when it comes to organizational effectiveness [23]. However, both par-
ticipative and directive leadership styles have been linked to high performance (e.g.,
[22,26]). Importantly, leadership is a complex behavioral process rather than a simple
choice between seemingly contradictory behaviors [48], such as focusing on people vs.
tasks, or benevolent vs. authoritarian [43]. A leader may be both participative and di-
rective [22,43], and for instance, female leaders tend to show more both directive and sup-
portive behavior [50], and thus while being task-oriented, they also integrate followers
into the decision-making. However, issues might arise when any one style is applied for
too long. Leadership styles have an important effect on team cohesiveness [21], and, there-
fore, organizations should encourage leaders to foster both types of leadership behaviors
and ensure that leaders receive enough training in knowing when and how each style is
effective.
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5.3. Challenges and Future Directions

As with all studies, our study has some limitations. First, even though our study uti-
lized a large dataset, there may be some common method bias [64], as all variables are
based on subordinate ratings. Similarly, we cannot infer causality, as we adopted an ex-
perimental design. Thus, we encourage others to explore our ideas by incorporating sev-
eral research methods and looking into the short-term and long-term effects of leader BLM
on both leader behaviors and subsequent organizational functioning. Further, as dis-
cussed by others using the same database (e.g., [41,42]), the data was collected by a West-
ern-based consulting company. Thus, there is an underrepresentation of African, Eastern-
European, and Southern American countries. We also acknowledge that the data includes
large multi-national companies and their foreign subsidies, which may imply that smaller
or domestic companies may be underrepresented. We encourage future studies to collect
data from more countries and from companies of different sizes and different ownership
structures, such as privately owned, family-owned, and publicly owned, to explore how
BLM, goal-setting, and management expectations might affect leaders and followers dif-
ferently in these types of organizations.

Second, we do not have information about the team composition of our data. We
know that the subordinates in our data are directly supervised by the manager they report
to, but we do not know if they belong to the same team. Moreover, we do not know how
their work is organized and whether all team members share a common goal. Is the work
something that people can fulfill individually, or does it require increased collabora-
tion/coordination? We also do not know how their team goals are set. As noted by Beal et
al. [6], patterns of team workflow can be important for team cohesiveness, as they can
have different implications for followers’ motivation, performance, and how they ap-
proach teamwork. Looking into how team goals are set and their effects on individual and
team functioning would thus be an important avenue for future BLM research. We also
suggest that future studies could pay more attention to the diversity and gender compo-
sition within teams and how the interplay of leader and follower gender might affect the
perceptions and effects of leader BLM. As we found a direct negative effect between leader
BLM and team cohesiveness only for female leaders, future studies should explore in more
detail where this difference stems from. There is growing literature around the differences
between male and female leadership (e.g., [51,59,60] and, thus, we encourage future stud-
ies to look deeper into how male and female leader BLM is perceived differently. These
studies could use gender as a moderator or predictor for a BLM and explore how, when,
and why a BLM might lead to different outcomes for team functioning. These differences
could, for instance, derive from the interpersonal and intrapersonal effects of gender or
gender stereotypes and norms (see [59,60]). More demographic information could be col-
lected to explore whether there are individual differences or even personality traits that
could explain how team members perceive leader BLM and how it affects team function-
ing.

Third, since the subordinates in our sample did not agree on their ratings on leader
BLM, it could imply that leaders may treat their employees differently based on, for in-
stance, gender or experience. Based on our findings, we expect that this disagreement
might partly stem from gender differences, as higher diversity in team composition may
lead to a higher standard deviation in perceptions. There is evidence that subordinates
may perceive their leaders differently even when they are subjected to the same leader-
ship style (e.g., [65]). It is important to note, however, that while leadership styles are more
consistent patterns of behavior and are rather well studied [1,21], a BLM is more an un-
derlying leader attribute [4]. Followers may make assumptions about this mindset, but it
may be less straightforward to perceive than leadership styles. Therefore, we suggest that
future studies also compare how leaders perceive their own BLM and how others perceive
it (i.e., self-other-agreement, [65]).

Leaders may also vary in terms of how they espouse their BLM or push for bottom-
line contributions. The types of bottom-line goals may affect team cohesiveness
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differently. For instance, it may be that financial goals may have a more negative impact
on team cohesiveness than other types of performance goals due to the money priming
effect [27]. It may also be that group-level bottom-line goals may have a more positive
effect on team cohesiveness than a leader’s personal bottom-line goal. Thus, we suggest
that future studies could extend this measure and include a more versatile scope on or-
ganizational results, not just financial results, to truly capture Wolfe’s [5] definition of
BLM. We also suggest that future studies investigate more variables that could mitigate
the effects between leader BLM and team outcomes, such as psychological safety, leader
motivation, conflict resolution styles, risk-taking preferences, remuneration principles,
employee autonomy, and work engagement. There is growing evidence that a BLM may
be a double-edged sword [2,13], and thus, it would be important to explore how, when,
and why leader BLM might lead to both positive and negative outcomes.

As organizations are becoming increasingly team-based, employees typically have
multiple goals on both individual and team levels [62], making it more challenging to
identify a BLM and the effects of a leader’s BLM on team performance. Further, as leader
behaviors often reflect what is expected within a culture [40], we may ask whether a BLM
is a personal tendency or whether it is adaptive behavior to job requirements. It might also
be that an organization may seek out leaders with certain tendencies, that is, a BLM, due
to the needs of the business [66]. It could also be interesting to investigate other leadership
styles, such as transformational, servant, and sustainable leadership, to explore their in-
terplay with this single-minded focus on results. How would an ethical or sustainable
leader define the bottom-line? What kind of effects would they have on their teams if they
push for that bottom-line? It could be that they have different effects on team functioning
than a leader who is pushing for financial results. Another important question would be
to find out who is susceptible to a BLM and whether it is tied to personality traits, envi-
ronmental, or situational factors, or a combination of the three. Previous research has
found that goals may mediate the effect of personality measures on work performance
[28], and thus, this would be an important avenue for future research.

6. Conclusions

This study has explored the relationship between leader BLM and leader behaviors,
as manifested by directive and participative leadership, and implications for team cohe-
siveness. We found that leader BLM is positively related to directive leadership and neg-
atively related to participative leadership. This indicates that although a BLM might in-
deed induce controlling, task-oriented behavior, it has a more substantial impact on uni-
lateral decision-making and lowered participation for followers, which then impede team
cohesiveness. While it is still possible for leaders to use both leadership styles, our results
indicate that the negative effects on team cohesiveness derive more from decreased par-
ticipative behaviors, as leaders care more about the bottom-line than about their followers.
Considering these results, we encourage leaders to increase social dialogue and other use-
ful practices to empower and engage their followers as well as paying attention to how
they communicate their profit or performance expectations, as a perceived BLM may lead
to unintended consequences, such as unethical behaviors and lowered team cohesiveness.
Moreover, we suggest that leaders incorporate the principles of the triple bottom-line and
thus incentivize behavior towards a broader range of organizational results.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Sample size and mean scores per country, where N > 21.

o Directive  Participative Team In-Group
Country N o Female  BLM Leadership  Leadership Cohesiveness  Collectivism
United States 717 44% 22 3.5 4.5 4.5 5.79
Brazil 426 20% 25 3.7 5.0 5.1 5.17
China 149 30% 2.8 3.8 4.5 47 5.12
Netherlands 133 41% 2.6 3.1 45 45 5.39
Mexico 120 27% 2.3 3.8 4.7 49 5.78
Belgium 109 50% 2.3 3.4 4.5 4.5 —
Italy 78 16% 2.4 3.3 4.5 4.8 5.76
Poland 68 46% 25 2.9 4.4 4.6 5.69
Germany 58 26% 2.3 29 4.6 4.7 5.46
France 57 28% 24 3.3 4.3 4.5 5.88
Spain 56 17% 2.0 3.9 4.8 49 5.82
Japan 55 33% 2.6 3.3 4.6 4.4 5.44
Canada 51 36% 2.3 3.1 44 4.8 5.94
United Kingdom 40 50% 2.4 3.0 4.4 47 5.66
India 34 29% 1.9 3.3 5.0 52 522
Russia 30 60% 2.3 3.8 4.6 5.0 5.90
Slovakia 24 38% 22 3.2 47 49 —
Other 224 45% 24 34 45 4.7 —
Unknown 224 18% 24 3.3 4.5 4.8 —
Total 2653 35% 2.4 3.4 4.6 4.7 —
Appendix B

Table A2. Sample size by industry.

Industry N Percentage
Manufacturing 933 35%
Mining 461 17%
Public Administration 392 15%
Services 375 14%
Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate 243 9%
Construction 130 5%
Other 119 4%

Total 2653
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Appendix C

Table A3. Leader bottom-line mentality scale (a = 0.83).

My manager is solely concerned with meeting the bottom-line.

My manager only cares about the business results.

My manager treats the bottom-line as more important than anything else.
My manager cares more about profits than employee well-being.

Source: Greenbaum et al. [4].

Table A4. Directive leadership scale (o= 0.72).

Expects employees to follow his/her instructions precisely.
Requires employees to submit detailed reports of their activities.
Makes most decisions for employees.

Supervises employees very closely.

Expects employees to carry out instructions immediately.
Copyright Korn Ferry.

Table A5. Participative leadership scale (a = 0.78).

Encourages subordinates to participate in most decision-making.

Keeps everyone involved and well-informed about organizational issues that may affect
them.

Holds frequent meetings to share information and ideas with subordinates.

Gives capable subordinates the freedom to make decisions and mistakes without close
supervision.

When making decisions, tries to get a great deal of input from subordinates.

Copyright Korn Ferry.

Table A6. Team cohesiveness scale (« = 0.81).

People in the team are always warm and friendly toward each other.
People in the team are working toward a common objective.

People in the team trust each other.

People in the team almost always speak well of it.

There is a lot of personal loyalty to the team.

Copyright Korn Ferry.
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