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Germany’s Next Top Manager:  
Does Personality Explain the Gender Career Gap?** 

 
Many studies have focused on the influence of human capital and other ‘objective’ 
factors on career achievement. In our study, we go a step further by also looking at 
the impact of self-reported personality traits on differences in career chances. For the 
first time – to our knowledge – we compare managers and other white-collar employ-
ees in Germany’s private sector and find evidence that personality traits do influence 
the promotion probability even though their impact is rather small.  

With regard to differences in the promotion probability between women and 
men, bivariate results based on data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) 
in 2007 show significant differences in personality traits. But multivariate estimations 
clearly indicate that these differences cannot account for gender differences in the 
promotion probability to a large extent. The decomposition (according to Fairlie, 
2003) of the career gap between women and men shows that only 8.6 percent of the 
inequality of career chances can be explained by differences in personality. Neverthe-
less, personality traits might indeed play a role, albeit more indirectly: Some of the 
stronger career effects, such as long working hours, and labour market segregation, 
may also reflect differences in personality traits. 
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1.  Introduction 
Although women account for more than 50 percent of the German labour force, they 
are largely under-represented in leadership positions. The higher the hierarchical level, 
the lower the proportion of female leaders. About three out of ten business leaders are 
women (European Commission, 2009). Only 2.5 percent of the executive board 
members of the top 200 companies in Germany are female (Holst & Schimeta, 2009). 

Numerous studies investigate career opportunities and focus on the influence of 
human capital and other ‘objective’ factors. But only a few quantitative studies employ 
non-cognitive skills such as personality. 

Scientific interest in (personality) traits and their influence on access to leadership 
positions and leadership success has a long tradition. The trait theory of leadership fo-
cuses on personality traits that distinguish leaders from other employees. It aims at de-
scribing the characteristics of leaders in order to establish what factors determine pro-
fessional success. It is one of the oldest theories in the field of leadership research. 
The results of numerous empirical studies on leadership traits that have been carried 
out in this context have been included in various summary papers (see for example, 
Lord et al., 1986; Stogdill, 1948; Stogdill & Bass, 1981). 

The term career success can refer to both objective or extrinsic career success 
(income, the rate at which the income increases, the attainment of a higher profes-
sional status, or promotion probability, the number of subordinate employees, etc.) 
and subjective or intrinsic career success (job satisfaction, self-esteem, etc.). Empirical 
findings of early studies on this topic showed (weak) correlations between personality 
traits and the attainment of a higher professional status within organizations (promo-
tion probability), demonstrating that leaders and followers differ with regard to the 
personality traits under investigation. The results, however, were ambiguous, and the 
causal connections remained unclarified. This led to an adjustment – and in some 
cases rejection – of the approach, which was considered unsuitable for predicting the 
behaviour and success of (potential) leaders. Criticism of the theory focussed on its 
limited capacity to represent and identify personality traits, arguing that situative fac-
tors such as leadership functions, the environment, and followers have at least an 
equally significant impact on leadership behaviour and career advancement (see for 
example, Delhees, 1995; Stogdill, 1948; Weibler, 2001). 

At the beginning of the 1970s, new concepts were developed within the leader-
ship research that drew on the findings of trait theory and are referred to as the ‘neo-
trait theory of leadership’ (Tisdale, 2004). Particularly worthy of mention in this con-
text are the concepts of neo-charismatic and transformational leadership, coined by 
Weber (1922) (see for example, Bass & Avolio, 1990; House & Shamir, 1995). These 
concepts are of both a theoretical and empirical nature and are based on the assump-
tion that ‘transformational leadership [...] works through the one-sided change the 
leader brings about in the followers’ (Weibler, 2001). According to Avolio (1999), 
transformational leadership comprises four components: influence through exemplary 
nature and credibility, motivation through inspiring visions, encouragement to think 
creatively and independently, and individual consideration and encouragement (see the 
summary in Felfe, 2006). Although the focus of these concepts is on leadership suc-
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cess as a result of the relationship between leaders and followers, both deal with per-
sonality traits of leaders and stress the importance of personality when it comes to so-
cial interaction. 

In the field of leadership research, there has been renewed interest in the influ-
ence of personality on (working and leadership) behaviour in recent years. This inter-
est is attributed last but not least to the resounding success of what is referred to as 
the ‘Big Five’ concept. Psychological constructs are also being used increasingly in 
economic research as explanatory variables (see for example, Borghans et al., 2008; 
Almlund et al., 2011). Examples are the willingness to take risks as an explanatory 
variable for the selection in occupations with a high level of earnings risk/variability 
(Bonin et al., 2006) and the influence of the Big Five on earnings (Mueller & Plug, 
2006; Nyhus & Pons, 2005). 

Although the trait theory of leadership is the subject of harsh criticism amongst 
scientists, it still plays an important role in practice, both in the minds of those who 
select and promote leaders and in the minds of young leaders themselves. The selec-
tion and promotion of leaders is closely linked with test methods – in particular as-
sessment centres – that attempt to measure personality traits in the tradition of the 
trait theory of leadership and to draw on these traits as decision criteria (Neuberger, 
2002). 

For some time now, particular attention has been paid to the issue of gender dif-
ferences in leadership traits. Although many studies have found evidence that female 
leaders are no different from male leaders when it comes to factors such as task orien-
tation, appraisal, and staff satisfaction (see for example, Dobbins & Platz, 1986), there 
are also studies that have found contrary results (Joy et al., 2007; Krell, 2008).  

Neuberger (2002) emphasises weaknesses in the research design of the numerous 
studies on the trait theory of leadership: ‘The typical study uses a new method to 
measure two to three personality traits in a highly specific population [...]’ (Neuberger, 
2002). We aim now to contribute to the empirical research on the relationship be-
tween personality and leadership (specifically the probability to be in a leadership posi-
tion, or promotion probability) by means of well established measures of comprehen-
sive and sophisticated psychological constructs for a large-scale dataset. Our analysis is 
based on the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), a longitudinal household study 
which contains not only personality self-perceptions but also extensive additional in-
formation on the respondents’ professional and private situations. We focus on per-
sonality traits to find out how they affect the promotion probability and to which ex-
tent they can explain the gender gap in leadership positions. 

The study is structured as follows: Firstly, research findings on personality and 
the willingness to take risks relevant for explaining the probability to be in a leadership 
position are summarized, and hypotheses are formulated (section 2). The data base, 
variables, and methods used for the following analysis are introduced in section 3. The 
empirical findings are presented section 4. Finally, in section 5, the results are summa-
rized and discussed. 



management revue, 22(3), 240-273 DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2011_03_Fietze  243 

2. Research on personality and career achievement, and hypotheses 
Achieving a leadership position is only one out of many objective measures of career 
achievement or occupational success. The attainment of a higher professional status 
may also depend on non-cognitive skills. Following the theoretical approach of the 
trait theory of leadership, we could argue ‘to be or not to be a manager depends on 
one’s personality’. Although we will not answer the question of which personality 
traits influence leadership success (performance, wages, motivation of the followers, 
satisfaction, etc.), we illustrate the main findings from other empirical studies. How-
ever, the discussion of leadership competencies and the relation to leadership success 
goes beyond the scope of the paper. We base our analyses upon two personality con-
structs: the Big Five and the willingness to take risks, which are explained in more de-
tail below. We also look at the state of research and the scientific discourse on person-
ality and career achievement as well as gender-specific differences. 

2.1 The Big Five Approach 
The psychological approach known as the Big Five personality traits (also referred to 
as the ‘Five Factor Model’ (FFM); Costa & McCrae, 1992) is considered to be a good 
predictor of job performance and professional success, particularly for leaders. The 
main hypothesis of the concept is that personality differences between individuals can 
be determined on the basis of five central dimensions, i.e. neuroticism, extraversion, 
openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (Table 1). These per-
sonality dimensions are meant to conceive of personality as comprehensively as possi-
ble (thus the use of the term ‘big’). 
Table 1: Overview of the Big Five personality traits and the impact on career 

achievement 

Personality trait Adjectives (Direction of relationship) target variable (source)  

Neuroticism 
anxious, depressed, self-conscious, 
emotional, easily irritated, worried,  
insecure (reverse: emotional stability) 

(-) work performance (Piedmont & Weinstein, 1994) 
(-) intrinsic career success (Boudreau et al., 2001) 
(-) men’s wages (Mueller & Plug, 2006) 

Openness to  
experience 

imaginative, sophisticated, inventive, 
versatile, intellectual, open-minded, 
sensitive to beauty, also referred to as 
intellect or sophistication 

(+) men’s wages (Mueller & Plug, 2006) 
(+) women’s wages (Mueller & Plug, 2006) 

Agreeableness friendly, polite, flexible, trusting, coop-
erative, tolerant, forgiving, soft-hearted 

(-) extrinsic career success (Boudreau et al., 2001) 
(-) men’s wages (Mueller & Plug, 2006) 

Extraversion 
sociable, communicative, generous, 
determined, dominant, active, impul-
sive 

(+) work performance (Piedmont & Weinstein, 1994) 
(+) leadership ability (Furnham et al., 1997) 
(+) intrinsic career success (Boudreau et al., 2001) 
(+) extrinsic career success (Boudreau et al., 2001) 

Conscientiousness 
reliable, thorough, responsible, me-
thodical, well-organised, achievement-
oriented, persistent 

(+) successful leadership (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Salgado, 
1997; Tett et al., 1991) 
(+) leadership ability (Furnham et al., 1997) 
(+) women’s wages (Mueller & Plug, 2006) 

Source: Own summary, adjectives based on Schuler (2001) 
 
The Big Five personality traits are considered to differ individually depending on be-
haviour and experience but to be stable for each individual over different situations. 
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Measured on the basis of the Big Five, personality score from the age of approx. 30 
years is perceived in adults as nearly constant over a period of 20 to 45 years (Brand-
stätter, 1999; Srivastava et al., 2003). It is assumed, furthermore, that there is a normal 
distribution of the five personality dimensions in the overall population. High scores 
in the dimensions extraversion, conscientiousness, and emotional stability (= low neu-
roticism value) and low scores in the agreeableness dimension are considered to be 
particularly characteristic of successful leaders (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Boudreau 
et al., 2001; Furnham et al., 1997; Piedmont & Weinstein, 1994). 

It has been empirically proven that there is a highly positive link with job per-
formance across all professional groups for the conscientiousness dimension (Barrick 
& Mount, 1991; Tett et al., 1991; Salgado, 1997). Piedmont & Weinstein (1994) suc-
ceeded in proving that there is also a negative link with the neuroticism dimension and 
a positive link with the extraversion dimension. That is to say, low values in the neu-
roticism dimension (which is equivalent to high emotional stability) and high values in 
the extraversion dimension go hand in hand with higher job performance. Furnham et 
al. (1997) studied the relationship between the Big Five and the assessment of leader-
ship ability in 160 leaders through external consultants. They confirmed the strong in-
fluence of the conscientiousness dimension and also proved that there is a strong 
positive link between leadership ability and the extraversion dimension. In their study, 
Boudreau et al. (2001) looked at the link between the Big Five and the career success 
of leaders in the US and Europe. With career success as the focus of attention, a dis-
tinction is made between extrinsic factors (remuneration, influence, status, chances of 
being employed) and intrinsic factors (occupation, life, career satisfaction). Some of 
the results confirmed the findings of past studies: Extraversion revealed a positive link 
and neuroticism a negative link with intrinsic career success. As regards the subjects’ 
current and desired occupation, a positive correlation was found for the extraversion 
dimension and a negative correlation for the agreeableness dimension. This suggests 
that individuals consistently choose (work) situations that are compatible with their 
personality traits. Extroverted leaders thus tend to choose tasks or positions that en-
able them to live out their extroverted behaviour, whereas agreeable leaders tend to 
shy away from taking on a job in which they would have to struggle hard, for example.  

In one of the very rare longitudinal studies, Mueller & Plug (2006) investigated 
how the Big Five personality traits influence wages for women and men. The study 
revealed that men with low scores in the agreeableness dimension and high scores in 
the openness to experience and emotional stability dimensions earned more than oth-
ers. In these results, openness to experience had the greatest positive influence on 
wages, while extraversion and conscientiousness had no influence for men. However, 
women achieved a wage premium if they had high scores in the conscientiousness and 
openness to experience dimensions. 

Based on the theoretical approaches of the trait theory of leadership and the em-
pirical findings from other studies on the relationship between extrinsic career success 
and personality dimensions discussed above, it can be expected that leaders in the pri-
vate sector in Germany rate themselves as more conscientious, more open to experi-
ence, more extroverted, less agreeable, less neurotic and more willing to take risks 
than employees who are not in a leadership position. The trait theory of leadership ar-
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gues that these differences are not only significant in statistical terms but also relevant 
(or large in their effect size). This leads to the following hypothesis: 
H1:  Leaders are more conscientious, more open to experience, more extroverted, 

less agreeable and less neurotic (or more emotionally stable) than employees 
who are not in a leadership position. In other words, the promotion probabil-
ity depends on these personality traits – in short: personality matters.  

As far as gender is concerned, the trait theory of leadership is linked to the assump-
tion that women and men differ in terms of significant personality traits. In this con-
text it must be taken into account that personality traits are often attributed to women 
and men in dualistic form (e.g. rational/emotional, hard/soft). From this perspective, 
the traits are evaluated but not as neutral or equivalent in value. Rather, they are val-
ued hierarchically, with traits considered to be masculine being rated as more signifi-
cant (e.g. rational comes above emotional) (Keller, 1985; Nelson, 1996). Against this 
background, it can be assumed – particularly at the male-dominated leadership levels – 
that women have fewer chances of reaching a leadership position on account of their 
traits that actually exist in them (or the traits attributed to them and regarded as femi-
nine). Based on the first hypothesis, this would mean that women have lower chances 
of being in a leadership position due to their personality. This in turn leads to the spe-
cific sub-hypothesis: 
H1.1:  The effect of personality on the promotion probability is significantly higher 

for women than for men – in short: personality matters more for women.  

2.2  Willingness to take risks 
In personality psychology, Andresen (1995) and other researchers have challenged the 
exhaustiveness of the Big Five for describing personality and have discussed the will-
ingness to take risks as a sixth basic dimension of personality. Lopes & Berkowitz 
(1987) and Byrnes et al. (1999) distinguish among three categories into which theories 
to explain willingness to take risks can be classified:  
� Context-independent distinction between risk-affine and risk-averse persons, i.e. dif-

ferences in willingness to take risks should be independent of the situation. Ac-
cordingly, this approach claims that women are generally less willing to take risks 
than men and that leaders are generally more willing to take risks than non-
leaders. Economic studies proceed on the assumption that there is a general will-
ingness to take risks that influences behaviour in all areas of life (Dohmen et al., 
2005).  

� Persons-independent distinction between risk-affine and risk-averse situations. This ap-
proach implies that depending on the situation, people are willing to take risks if 
the options are presented positively, which would result in no differences be-
tween persons.  

� Context-dependent distinction between risk-affine and risk-averse persons. In this case 
there are differences in risk behaviour as a result of the different ways the context 
is perceived and assessed. According to this approach, women would also be 
more willing to take risks in situations in which success is more important for 
them than it is for men.  
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In economics the expected utility framework includes risk propensity in a rational ap-
proach for decision making. The scientific debate emphasizes that willingness to take 
risks is an important indicator for career decisions and a good predictor of behav-
ioural outcome (Dohmen et al., 2005). Various studies found a strong relationship be-
tween risk propensity and occupational sorting into jobs with higher earnings risk 
(Bonin et al., 2006; Dohmen & Falk, 2006; Pannenberg, 2007; Isphording, 2010). Risk 
attitudes are also found to have strong effects on entry and survival of entrepreneurs 
(Caliendo et al., 2006; Caliendo et al., 2011) but medium risk-averse entrepreneurs 
survive longer than those with low or high willingness to take risks (Caliendo et al., 
2008). These findings can be compared to those for managers, who face a higher earn-
ings risk and make decisions under uncertainty as part of their daily business. Earlier 
empirical studies found that risk-taking executives were the most successful, and it 
was hypothesized that ‘[t]he person who does not take risks is unlikely to get to the 
top’ (MacCrimmon & Wehrung, 1990). Even though risk taking is an essential com-
ponent of the managerial role, mangers’ ‘decisions are particularily affected by the way 
their attention is focussed on critical performance targets, and they make a sharp dis-
tinction between taking risk and gambling’ (March & Shapira, 1987). 

In addition to the more comprehensive construct of general willingness to take 
risks, our study focuses in particular on willingness to take risks in one’s own profes-
sional career, which is more strongly linked to professional advancement (Dohmen 
et al., 2005). We will further focus on the context-dependent distinction between risk-
affine and risk-averse persons. Also we understand the willingness to take risks, meas-
ured as self-assessments, as a broader concept of risk aversion that includes differ-
ences in ambiguity aversion. Based on the empirical findings discussed above we ex-
pect that: 
H2: Leaders rate themselves both generally and in their professional career as 

more willing to take risks than employees who are not in a leadership position. 
Or in other words, the promotion probability depends on risk aversion – in 
short: risk aversion matters.  

It is mostly assumed and empirically proven that in general women are more risk-
averse than men (Dohmen et al., 2005; Dohmen & Falk, 2006). However Littmann-
Wernli & Schubert (2001) come to the conclusion in their comprehensive gender-
comparative experiments that ‘a general stereotype in the sense that women are more 
risk-averse than men is not directly maintainable [...]. Therefore the “framing” of in-
formation is of importance’ (Littmann-Wernli & Schubert, 2001). In context-related 
decision problems, their studies showed that there are no significant differences be-
tween men and women as far as willingness to take risks is concerned. In abstract 
game situations, however, women were more risk-affine when it came to a losing 
game and more risk-averse when it came to a winning game. In addition, information 
about probabilities (of success) had different effects on the risk behaviour of women 
and men; if there was little or no information at hand, women were less willing than 
men to take risks. The numerous studies based on self-assessments of the willingness 
to take risks concluding that women have a greater aversion to risk do not take into 
account that (in accordance with Littmann-Wernli & Schubert, 2001) attitude differ-
ences are the result of differences in ambiguity aversion (aversion to uncertain situa-
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tions) but not in risk aversion in the narrower sense of the term. Women thus seem to 
be more sensitive with regard to ambiguity than men. But within specific occupational 
groups, especially managers or entrepreneurs, empirical studies suggest that women 
and men are willing to take risks to the same extent. Sonfield et al. (2001), for instance, 
did not find any gender difference between female and male small firm owners with re-
spect to risk situations or strategies chosen. Earlier studies also found that among man-
agers, women and men ‘display similar risk propensity and make decision of equal qual-
ity’ (Johnson & Powell, 1994) even though among non-managers differences still exist. 

If women are generally less willing to take risks than men, and if this self-
perception regarding professional career does not concern willingness to take risks in 
the narrowest sense of the term but, as Littmann-Wernli & Schubert (2001) suspect, 
reflects ambiguity aversion, then differences between women and men should prove 
to exist: women, in comparison to men, rate themselves as being more risk-averse (or 
regard their professional career as more risky). Furthermore, if there are no differ-
ences in risk propensity between women and men in leadership positions, the willing-
ness to take risks should matter more for the promotion probability of women than 
for that of men. 

Based on the second hypothesis (risk aversion matters for the promotion prob-
ability) this would mean that women’s chances of being in a leadership position are 
much lower due to their attitude towards risk. This leads to the following sub-
hypothesis: 
H2.1: The effect of risk aversion on the promotion probability is significantly higher 

for women than for men – in short: risk aversion matters more for women.  

3  Data, definitions, and methods 
3.1  Data 
The results of this study are based on data from the German Socio-Economic Panel 
(SOEP), 2008 release (1984-2007) (Wagner et al., 2007; Wagner et al., 2008a; Wagner 
et al., 2008b). The SOEP is a representative longitudinal survey of more than 20,000 
persons in about 12,000 private households in Germany. It has been carried out in the 
Federal Republic of Germany every year since 1984 with the same persons and fami-
lies. The sample has been amended several times. Partial sample G from 2002, for ex-
ample, added significant numbers of high-income households.1 In total, in 2007, data 
was available on more than 22,000 respondents. 

The SOEP provides a platform for examining not only socio-demographic and 
economic features but also information concerning personality traits and social indica-
tors for a sufficiently high number of cases. On the basis of the SOEP data, analyses 
have been presented several times on the structure and remuneration of persons in 
specialist and leadership positions.2 The units of investigation in our analysis are sala-
                                                           
1  Households with a net monthly income of approx. €4,000 and above. 
2  See, for example Busch & Holst (2009), Holst (2009), Holst & Schimeta (2009), Holst 

(2006), Holst et al. (2006). The results of these studies differ from the present study not 
only regarding the definition of the population of leaders but also due to 
changes/corrections in the projection. 
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ried employees above 18 years of age in the private sector. The classification of the 
sector took place based on the question: ‘Does the organisation for which you work 
form part of the civil service? (Yes/No)’. The year 2007 was chosen as the reference 
date because in this year respondents were asked for the first time whether they su-
pervised others in their job. 

3.2  Definition of variables 

Dependent variable 
Leaders: The target variable is the information on whether or not the respondent was 
in a leadership position in 2007.3 ‘There are almost as many different definitions of 
leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept’ (Bass, 
1990). This statement from the Handbook of Leadership from the year 1990 still ap-
plies today. In this study, leaders are defined on the basis of the respondents’ specifi-
cations on their position in their occupation. Due to the lower proportion of women 
in high leadership positions (top management), a somewhat broader definition of 
leaders was selected:  
1. functions with extensive managerial duties (e.g. managing director, manager, head 

of a large firm or concern);  
2. other managerial functions or highly qualified duties (e.g. scientist, attorney, head 

of department) – only if they stated that they supervise others (see Figure 4 in the 
annex).  

The term ‘leaders’ therefore encompasses both persons in top leadership positions as 
well as highly-qualified specialists who supervise others. This separation between lead-
ers, that is, employees with extensive managerial duties, and other employees with 
high levels of qualification and more limited supervisory responsibilities has only been 
possible since 2007, when the SOEP introduced the question for the first time.4 
Independent variables – personality measures 
Big Five Traits: The surveying of personality dimensions in the SOEP took place in 
2005 and is based on the self-assessment of respondents on the basis of 15 adjectives 
used in colloquial language. The question in the SOEP is: ‘Now a completely different 
subject: our every-day actions are influenced by our basic belief. There is very limited 
scientific knowledge available on this topic. Below are different qualities that a person 
can have. You will probably find that some apply to you perfectly and that some do 
not apply to you at all. With others, you may be somewhere in between. Please answer 
according to the following scale [...] I see myself as someone who...’. The respondents 

                                                           
3  For those who had a leadership position in 2007 we do not take into account when they 

entered this position. If the person did not have a leadership position in 2007, we do not 
take into account whether he or she might have been in a leadership position before. 
Since the analysis at hand is a cross-section analysis, we do not take into account whether 
a person is either going to change to a leadership position (i.e. be promoted) or leave a 
leadership position (i.e. be demoted) in the future. 

4  See Fietze et al. (2009) for similar analyses based on data from 2005, including a much 
broader definition of leadership. 
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were given 15 adjectives or statements to evaluate on a scale of 1: ‘Does not apply to 
me at all’ to 7: ‘Applies to me perfectly’ (cf. Figure 5 in the annex). We employed fac-
tor analysis to extract from these 15 statements on personality self-perception the five 
personality dimensions conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, openness, and 
neuroticism.5 

Willingness to Take Risks: General and special risk aversion was included in the 
SOEP in 2004. This information is also based on the respondents’ self-assessments, 
which do not necessarily reflect their true behaviour. It is assumed that respondents’ 
true behavioural patterns deviate from their statements, both due to the fact that self-
perceptions differ from individual to individual, and due to social role behaviour. 
Nonetheless it can be assumed that there is a strong link between the information 
provided by the respondents about themselves and their actual behaviour. As far as 
willingness to take risks is concerned, Dohmen et al. (2005) have shown this clearly. 
Of the total of eight questions dealing with individual risk behaviour in general and in 
various situations in life (driving, investments, leisure and sports, etc.), this study in-
vestigates general willingness to take risks and willingness to take risks with regard to 
one’s own professional career. The corresponding questions in the SOEP are (1) 
‘How do you see yourself: Are you generally a person who is fully prepared to take 
risks or do you try to avoid taking risks? ’ to be answered by the respondents using a 
scale ranging from 0: ‘risk-averse’ to 10: ‘fully prepared to take risks’ (cf. Figure 6 in 
the annex); and (2) ‘People can behave differently in different situations. How would 
you rate your willingness to take risks in the following areas?  – in your occupation? ’ 
to be answered by the respondents using a scale ranging from 0: ‘risk-averse’ to 10: 
‘fully prepared to take risks’ (cf. Figure 6 in the annex). 
Independent variables – ‘controls’ 
As to personality traits, the aim of the final analysis is to demonstrate the extent to 
which leaders differ in their self-perception from those who are not in a leadership 
position. This is examined by ‘monitoring’ other individual and socio-structural crite-
ria (control variables) such as scope of education, working environment (segregation), 
social background and family situation. One aim in taking these criteria into account is 
to show how strongly – in comparison to the personality traits – these criteria are 
linked to professional position. The other aim is to consider the differences between 
women and men as regards the scores achieved in these criteria (in particular segrega-
tion and professional experience). 

Human Capital: Human capital investments explain differences in performance 
and labour productivity and thus influence professional position (Becker, 1993). 
Therefore the duration of education, duration of work experience, squared duration of 
work experience, duration of job tenure – all measured in years - are included as con-
                                                           
5  In 2005, in the style of the Big Five approach, a brief scale (BFI-S) was used for the first 

time in the main SOEP survey. The development of this brief scale (three questions were 
asked for each personality dimension on a scale of 1 to 7) was preceded by a pretest in the 
year 2004. Regarding validity and reliability, the results were satisfactory (F. Lang 
et al.2011). The five dimensions were formed using factor analysis of the 15 individual 
items. 
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trols in our analysis. In addition, working hours arrangements and any overtime devi-
ating from these arrangements are taken into account by means of contracted working 
hours (more/less than 35 hours per week) and the number of overtime hours worked 
during the previous week. It is presumed that a high time commitment to one’s occu-
pation is significantly more prevalent to leaders than it is to other employees who are 
not in leadership positions.6 

Social Structure and Living Environment: Both aspects might affect the availability on 
the labour market and therefore also the probability to be in a management position. 
For this reason, the model includes the variables marital status (married, living to-
gether: yes/no), number of children under 16 years of age in the household, and 
amount of time spent on housework in one working day (none/at least one hour). 
Since we presume that leaders have a high time commitment to their jobs, we suspect 
that they do less housework than other white-collar employees. Another explanation 
could be that higher income gives greater opportunities to outsource housework. Ori-
gin or social background can also play an important role in career chances. Children 
from better educated households are therefore likely to have greater career opportuni-
ties than those coming from less educated households (Schneider, 2004; Schneider, 
2008). In our analysis, social background is reflected by the father’s school education 
(advanced technical college entrance qualification/university-entrance diploma, less 
than advanced technical college entrance qualification/no comment).7 Furthermore, 
the model includes the region of Eastern Germany (yes/no) as a variable in order to 
take into account the still-existing differences between the two parts of Germany as 
regards opportunities to assume a leadership position. 

Labour Market Segregation: Large companies have an internal labour market, which 
makes the chances of promotion to higher positions better than in small and very 
small companies. The labour market is also segregated according to gender, i.e. there 
are differences between the sexes when it comes to their hierarchical positioning (ver-
tical segregation) and their dominance in individual economic sectors and occupa-
tional areas (horizontal segregation). As a result, typical female occupations are charac-
terised by lower chances of promotion than is the case in typical male occupations 
(Busch & Holst, 2009). It is a well-known fact that women mainly find employment in 
the service sector (including health and welfare), whereas men are over-represented in 
manufacturing (Busch & Holst, 2009; Holst, 2009). It can consequently be assumed 
that women and men have differing chances of promotion in the respective sectors. 
Higher chances of promotion can be expected in areas where the employment share is 
also higher. The assessment for labour market segregation includes the following vari-
ables: economic sector (manufacturing trade, commerce, hotel and restaurant industry, 
transport), company size (under 20, 20 to under 200, 200 to under 2000, more than 
2000 employees), and the proportion of women in the occupation (gender-specific la-
bour market segregation).  
                                                           
6  In a longitudinal study for Germany, Pannenberg (2002) concluded that in the long term 

overtime goes hand in hand with an increase in actual earnings. 
7  Alternatively, the mother’s education was taken into account; this, however, had no sig-

nificant influence. 
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Technical Controls: In addition, checks are carried out to establish special features in 
the sample in the SOEP (high income sample G). 

3.3  Methods 
Differences in Personality Traits: We start by analyzing differences in personality between 
leaders and other employees by means of bivariate analysis. Results are shown in sec-
tion 4.1. The average of each dimension of the personality traits (Big Five and willing-
ness to take risks) is presented for all private-sector employees as a deviation from the 
mean of the adult population – separately for women and men in leadership positions 
and other employees. All dimensions underwent a standardisation process on a mean 
value of 50 and a standard deviation of 10 (Nübling et al., 2006). The deviations 
shown are therefore the difference between the mean values of the personality traits 
of individual subpopulations and those of the overall population – i.e. including all 
employed and unemployed persons from the age of 18. The pairwise differences have 
been statistically tested. 

Multivariate Logit Model: In order to test the hypotheses, a multivariate model (sec-
tion 4.2) is used to calculate the likelihood of being in a leadership position (yes=1) 
considering the Big Five and willingness to take risks as personality traits as well as 
other control variables. The estimated marginal effects provide a basis for establishing 
which traits are characteristic of leaders on average. The calculation is made both for 
all employees as well as separately for women and men. Additionally an interaction 
model tests the statistical significance of gender-specific effects. The statistical model 
is based on a logit analysis (Greene, 1997), i.e. the statistical likelihood of being in a 
leadership position is estimated by means of various influencing factors.8 

Decomposition Method: Based on the multivariate estimates, the gender career gap – 
the difference between women’s and men’s average likelihood of achieving a leader-
ship position – is explained by means of a non-linear decomposition technique (sec-
tion 4.3) following Fairlie (2003). The decomposition of the gender career gap will 
show the extent to which differences in promotion probabilities between women and 
men are caused by differences in personality compared to differences in other charac-
teristics. 

4. Empirical findings 
4.1  Descriptive results 
An examination of the individual personality traits alone initially reveals that employ-
ees from the private sector differ from the mean of the population in most of the di-
mensions of the Big Five construct (Figure 1). Their statements often reveal lower 
neuroticism values – i.e. higher emotional stability – and cover agreeableness and 
higher values in the openness, extraversion and conscientiousness dimensions. These 
traits are more pronounced in leaders, who in our study are characterised as emotion-
ally more stable, more open, more conscientious and less agreeable than non-leaders. 
The extraversion dimension, however, seems to play different roles for women and 

                                                           
8  The cross-sectional analysis does not enable any cause-effect statements to be made. For 

this purpose, a time-span-related analysis is necessary. 
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men: women specify much higher values than men. However differences in the self-
assessment of extraversion between leaders and non-leaders are not statistically sig-
nificant, for either women or men. As a general rule, the greatest differences be-
tween the sexes with regard to occupational status are found in the neuroticism 
and agreeability dimensions. 
Figure 1:  Big Five personality traits of leaders and other employees in the private sec-

tor in Germany in 2007 according to gender (average deviation from the 
overall mean of all adult persons) 

 
Source: SOEP, own calculations. 

 
Openness to experience seems to be a particularly important personality trait in lead-
ers: Mueller & Plug (2006), for example, revealed in a longitudinal study that – in 
comparison to the other four dimensions of the Big Five construct – this dimension 
has the greatest positive influence on income. Our analysis also shows that leaders and 
non-leaders differ significantly with regard to their self-reported openness. Although 
women in leading positions reveal higher values than men in this dimension, this dif-
ference is not statistically significant. Nevertheless, women in leadership positions see 
themselves as more extroverted and more conscientious than men do. Men in leader-
ship positions, on the other hand, consider themselves to be more emotionally stable 
and less agreeable than women, albeit the latter is not statistically significant. As a re-
sult, female leaders score high in two of the five traits in which leaders may differ 
from non-leaders, whereas men score high (low in neuroticism) in one of them. We 
found no statistically significant difference between women and men in leadership po-
sitions in the two dimensions openness and agreeableness. Extraversion does not 
seem to play a significant role for leaders at all. 

In addition to the Big Five personality traits, differences in willingness to take 
risks also exist between leaders and non-leaders and between women and men. As far 
as willingness to take risks to one’s own career and general willingness to take risks are 
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concerned, employees are, on average, more willing to take risks than the population 
mean, whereas leaders are more willing to take risks than other employees in the pri-
vate sector (Figure 2). On average, men give generally higher values for willingness to 
take risks than women. Female leaders, however, are on a par with non-leader male 
employees when it comes to willingness to take risks at work. 

To sum these results up: We do find evidence that leaders and non-leaders differ 
in their personality, except in the extraversion dimension. Both with regard to the Big 
Five and willingness to take risks, it is evident that women in leadership positions dif-
fer more from their female colleagues who are not in a leadership position than is the 
case with men. The difference between leaders and non-leaders regarding the person-
ality dimensions considered are much greater for women than for men. This suggests 
that personality may play a greater role in women’s career chances. Initially, this result 
could be interpreted as evidence of the strong pressure on women to adapt if they 
want to be successful in the ‘male-dominated world’. Finally this bivariate analysis also 
shows that women and men differ in most personality dimensions regardless of being 
in a leadership position or not. 
Figure 2:  Willingness to take risks of leaders and other employees in the private sector 

in Germany in 2007 according to gender (average deviation from the overall 
average of all adult persons) 

 
Source: SOEP, own calculations.  

 

4.2  Multivariate analyses 
In the multivariate logit model, we include both personality traits and other character-
istics of employees in order to estimate the effects on the promotion probability. The 
aim is to investigate which factors are significant for the probability to be in a leader-
ship position. The dimensions taken into account are those specified in section 3.2 
concerning human capital investments, social structure, living environment, and gen-



254  Simon Fietze, Elke Holst, Verena Tobsch: Germany’s Next Top Manager 

der-specific segregation in the labour market in Germany (Model 1). In Model 1, gen-
der is only incorporated as a dummy variable (woman = 1, man = 0). Subsequently, 
this assessment is carried out separately for women and men in order to estimate the 
influence of characteristics on career advancement (Models 1a and 1b) within these 
subpopulations. A concluding analysis that takes into account interaction of variables9 
is carried out to show potential gender differences in the effect size of the personality 
indicators and other characteristics (Model 2). 
Table 2:  Effects of personality on the promotion probability for employees in the pri-

vate sector in Germany in 2007 (marginal effects from logit analyses) 

 Marginal effects Significant 

 All Women Men differences 

 Model 1 Model 1a Model 1b Model 2 

Personality 

‘Big Five’ 

Neuroticism -0.017 ** -0.003  -0.039 ** n.s. 

Openness 0.015 ** 0.006  0.027  n.s 

Agreeableness -0.014 ** -0.007 * -0.021  n.s 

Extraversion 0.007  0.001  -0.019  n.s 

Consciousness 0.020 *** 0.006  0.039 ** n.s 

Willingness to take risk (job career) 0.042 *** 0.010 ** 0.096 *** n.s 

Monitored for further explanatory variables: 

Woman (Reference: man) -0.068 ***      

Constant -0.721 *** -0.235 *** -1.433 ***  

Number of cases 2,883  1,557  1,326   

Log likelihood -1,038.1  -313.7  -705.8   

LR 578.8 *** 87.0 *** 253.9 ***  

Pseudo R2 0.3302  0.3096  0.2075   

Full set of control variables included yes  yes  yes  yes 

(presented in section 3.2) 

* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1% 

n.s. the effect does not differ significantly between women and men 

Dependent variable: achieved a leadership position (yes/no); controlled for sample G. 

Source: SOEP, all employees in the private sector in Germany in 2007 (own calculations). 
 
Table 2 shows the marginal effects of personality traits on the promotion probability 
for employees in the German private sector when controlling for all other characteris-
tics mentioned above.10 The marginal effects enable us to establish which traits are 

                                                           
9  That means the interaction of being female with all other variables considered. 
10  For a full table, see Table 3 in the annex. 
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characteristic of leaders on average, taking into account that leaders may be women or 
men. Marginal effects reflect the impact on the dependent variable and enable us to 
make a direct comparison between the magnitudes of impact for the variables – in 
each case within the metric and categorical variables. In this logit analysis, the marginal 
effect of a metric variable corresponds to the change in the probability of being in a 
leadership position if this variable increases certeris paribus by one unit. The promo-
tion probability increases, for example, by 2.0 percentage points if a person is (or per-
ceives herself) to be one unit11 more conscientious than the average of all employees. 
For categorical variables (e.g. being a woman), the marginal effect is the change of 
probability of being in a leadership position in comparison with the reference group. 
In this case, the probability of being in a leadership position is on average 6.8 percent-
age points lower for women than for men. 

Model 1 confirms previous results for the personality traits neuroticism, open-
ness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness: The probability of being in a leadership 
position is greater for employees who are emotionally more stable (or less neurotic), 
more open to experience, less agreeable, and more conscientious, whereby the influ-
ence of the latter dimensions is the most prominent. In comparison to the other (con-
trol) variables, however, their impact tends to be low (see Table 3 in the annex). In 
contrast, the most prominent dimension is willingness to take risks in one’s career12, 
for which – while controlling for other characteristics – leaders are more willing to 
take risks in their professional careers than non-leaders. In statistical terms, the pro-
motion probability increases ceteris paribus by 4.2 percentage points when a person 
evaluates him- or herself as one unit13 more willing to take risks than the average of all 
employees in the private sector. This makes the effect relatively high. As far as consci-
entiousness and openness are concerned, an equivalent change is less than half of this 
amount (2.0 and 1.5 percentage points, respectively). The results therefore confirm the 
findings from other studies, which showed that the relationship between the Big Five 
personality traits and leadership tends to be low in magnitude. In contrast to other 
studies, no statistically significant effect can be found for the extraversion dimension.  

This model was also assessed separately for women and men (Models 1a and 1b). 
As can be seen, women can increase their probability of being in a leadership position 
through less agreeableness (statistically weak significance); for men, conscientiousness 
and emotional stability (lower neuroticism value) play a role. For both sexes, willing-
ness to take risks in one’s career has the largest impact. 

                                                           
11  One ‘unit’ corresponds in this variable (as with all dimensions of the Big Five) to one 

standard deviation, because of standardisation. 
12  The model was also expanded to include general willingness to take risks. This, however, 

contributed no added explanatory value and did not reveal any significant effects for 
women or men. In addition, there is a greater connection with willingness to take risks in 
one’s professional career. 

13  One ‘unit’ corresponds in this variable (as with the Big Five, because the variables were 
standardised or transformed) to a standard deviation. If a person deviates with regard to 
this variable by one standard deviation from the mean value, this difference must be eva-
luated as very prominent. 
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In order to test whether these different traits influence career advancement, it was 
also examined whether women in leadership positions differ more in these traits from 
non-leaders of their own sex than is the case among men (Model 2).14 The significant 
differences between women and men in this extended model are indicated in the last 
two columns. It is apparent that the chances women and men have of being in a lead-
ership position do not differ significantly in statistical terms as regards the personality 
traits if both have had the same education and professional experience, have a similar 
social background and family situation, and are in the same sector, in a similar job, and 
have identical working hours.  

As a result, hypothesis H1 cannot be rejected except for extraversion, where we 
do not find statistical differences between leaders and non-leaders. Also hypothesis 
H2 cannot be rejected. Leaders in the German private sector are more willing to take 
risks, more conscientious, more open to experience, less agreeable, and less neurotic. 
This means, that personality matters, but not much, since other objective characteris-
tics affect career chances much more strongly than the comparison of the marginal ef-
fects showed. Regarding gender-specific influences of personality traits on career op-
portunities, we can reject both sub-hypotheses H1.1 and H2.1 that personality matters 
more for women. We do not find any statistically significant differences in the effects 
of personality traits of women and men when we control for other characteristics. 
This means that women and men have the same likelihood of achieving a leadership 
position with respect to personality if all other characteristics (human capital, social 
structure, life environment and segregation) are equal. 

4.3  Explaining the gender career gap 
In the previous sections we have investigated the impact of personality traits on career 
chances. We have also tested whether or not there are different effects (in significance 
and magnitude) for women and men, but we are left with the question of why women 
have lower chances of reaching management level than men. Therefore we will de-
compose the gender career gap into an explained and an unexplained part. When ex-
plaining the gender pay gap, the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition technique is often 
used in order to differentiate between price and endowment effects (Busch & Holst, 
2009). For the endowment effect this decomposition technique can also be used to 
identify those characteristics in which the two groups (namely women and men) differ 
the most. Fairlie (2003) adapted the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition to non-linear 
functions as is the case in our analyses, where the dependent variable is a dummy vari-
able (0=non-leaders, 1=leaders). By means of Fairlie’s method, we can identify, based 
on our estimations presented in the previous section, the gender career gap and its 
sources. 

                                                           
14  Interaction effects in non-linerar estimations are not linear and thus are probably signifi-

cant only for certain sub-populations even if the marginal effect is not significant on aver-
age or vice versa. Therefore we tested all interactions of variables using the ‘inteff’ pro-
gram in Stata, as proposed by Norto (2004). Detailed results for those interaction terms 
that are significant within a certain range of the predicted probability of the dependent va-
riable, are shown in the annex (Figures 7 – 20). 
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In our sample, 39.5 percent of the male white-collar employees in the private sec-
tor are in a leadership position whereas only 8.5 percent of their female counterparts 
are. This results in a gender career gap of 0.31 or 31 percent (39.5 minus 8.5). 77.3 
percent of this career gap, which is the difference in the average promotion probabil-
ity between women and men, can be explained by different endowments in women 
and men (Figure 3).15 This means that more than three-fourths of the gender career 
gap are caused by different endowments. 
Figure 3: Non-linear Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition as proposed by Fairlie (2003) of 

the gender career gap for white-collar employees in the private sector in 
Germany in 2007 (explained proportion in percent) 

 
Source: SOEP, own calculations.  

 
Almost one fourth of the career chance inequality between women and men is due to 
differences in working time arrangements – women work part-time if childcare op-
tions are limited or non-existent, which in turn lowers their chance of climbing the ca-
reer ladder. More than 20 percent of the gender career gap is caused by lower levels of 
human capital investments by women. This is mainly due to less work experience be-
cause of discontinuous work histories of women. Women experience career interrup-
tions because of child-bearing and maternity leave and therefore have less work ex-
perience – furthermore their accumulated work experience will be devalued if the in-
                                                           
15  The remaining 22.7 percent of this gap include price effects and unobserved differences 

or treatments (often called discrimination). 
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terruption is too long (Beblo & Wolf, 2002). The remaining 31.6 percent of the gender 
career gap can be traced back to segregation in the labour market, living conditions, 
personality, and other (sample specific) control variables. Nonetheless, differences in 
self-reported personality traits can explain 8.6 percent of the gender career gap, which 
is mainly due to differences in risk aversion regarding one’s career. Consequently, even 
though risk aversion does not matter more for women (hypothesis H2.1 was rejected 
based on our estimation results in the previous section), women’s lower risk propen-
sity goes hand in hand with lower chances of career advancement, but this accounts 
for less than 10 percent of the overall gender career gap. Differences in human capital 
investments and working time arrangements – especially less work experience and part 
time work – is much more crucial in delimiting women’s career opportunities.  

5. Conclusion 
The aim of our study was to compare the self-evaluation of personality traits (Big Five 
and willingness to take risks) of leaders and other employees in the private sector in 
Germany and to determine the extent to which women and men differ. The study also 
aimed at clarifying whether, due to other characteristics, the personality traits con-
cerned had a statistically significant influence on the different promotion probabilities 
of women and men. By means of sophisticated psychological constructs, well estab-
lished measures of personality, and a large-scale dataset our results contribute to the 
discussion of the importance of non-cognitive skills on career advancement. We also 
shed light on the gender career gap, which has not been explained in quantitative re-
search so far. 

A bivariate analysis of personality self-evaluations revealed that in most of the 
personality dimensions, leaders differ significantly from employees who are not in a 
leadership position. In our study, leaders are emotionally more stable, more open to 
new experiences, more conscientious, and less agreeable than other employees. Dif-
ferences also become evident when looking separately at women and men. Generally, 
women rate themselves as more open, more extroverted, and more conscientious than 
men. Men, on the other hand, give higher values for willingness to take risks and emo-
tional stability and lower values for agreeableness. With regard to some personality 
traits, women in leadership positions differ far more significantly from other women 
with no leadership function than is the case with men. This suggests that women are 
under pressure to adapt to the male-dominated leadership world. 

If the influence of personality traits is examined in consideration of further fac-
tors such as human capital endowment, labour market segregation, social background, 
and individual living environment, the differences between the sexes as explanatory 
factors for professional success assume a less important role. Although the conscien-
tiousness, openness to experience, emotional stability (or neuroticism), agreeableness, 
and willingness to take risks dimensions still have a certain explanatory capacity for ca-
reer advancement, they cannot explain the gender career gap to a large extent. 

The first hypothesis (H1) proposed in Section 2.1 cannot be rejected: except for 
the personality dimension extraversion, persons in managerial positions do differ sig-
nificantly in their self-perceptions from employees who are not in such positions. We 
do find evidence that leaders are more conscientious, more open to experience, less 
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agreeable, and less neurotic, and rate themselves as more willing to take risks in their 
professional careers than non-leaders do. But these differences are low in magnitude. 
We also did not find gender-specific differences, and therefore conclusively rejected 
the sub-hypothesis (H1.1), which claimed that personality matters more for women. 
The second hypothesis (H2) claimed that leaders are more willing to take risks than 
non-leaders. Based on our empirical results, it also cannot be rejected. The results 
from multivariate analyses reveal that willingness to take risks has a clear influence on 
the promotion probability. The impact was even stronger than for any of the Big Five 
dimensions, although it did not differ in statistical terms between women and men – 
therefore the sub-hypothesis (H2.1) that risk aversion matters more for women had to 
be rejected. But the decomposition of the gender career gap clearly shows that differ-
ences in personality, especially in the willingness to take risks for one’s own career, can 
partially explain the gender career gap, but only to a minor extent.  

In conclusion, if we compare leaders and other white-collar employees in the pri-
vate sector in Germany, personality matters. But these differences are low in magni-
tude, as previous studies have also shown. We found no evidence that non-cognitive 
skills matter more for women than for men. Differences in personality traits between 
the sexes merely explain the gender career gap. However, it is not possible to conclude 
from this that women are not disadvantaged due to their actual or attributed charac-
teristics. Kay (2007), for example, comes to the conclusion that the sex of the person 
who makes a selection decision is of major significance. In addition, stereotypes of 
traits and abilities attributed to women do not correspond to those viewed by (male) 
leaders as absolutely essential for advancing to a leadership position (German Consult-
ing Group, 2005; Gmür, 2006; Gmür, 1997). 

Implications for research and practice can be derived from our findings on the 
connection among personality, gender, and career. We proved that it is not gender dif-
ferences in personality self-perceptions but other influences that are decisive in deter-
mining the different opportunities women and men have of assuming a leadership po-
sition. These are, for example, professional experience, social background, and labour 
market segregation. A one-sided focus on leadership characteristics or personality to 
explain gender-specific differences between women and men in their professional ca-
reers is therefore misleading. More decisive than personality traits for increasing the 
career chances of women are fewer interruptions in employment (e.g. by extending 
childcare options) and a decrease in labour market segregation. The right combination 
of conditions in the social, political, and economic environment can contribute to-
wards equal opportunities, allowing both women and men to be able to make these 
important professional investments. 

Stereotypical attributions of abilities and traits can damage businesses and other 
organisations. A considerable amount of research still needs to be done concerning 
the losses resulting from this. Top leaders in particular are often recruited from their 
own ranks. For the most part, no research has been carried out in quantitative analyses 
on the influence of network effects on the different career chances of women and 
men. To support gender-neutral conditions in companies, intensive training courses 
for decision makers and targeted incentive systems can contribute to achieving higher 
female proportions in the leadership sector. 
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When considering which personality differences this analysis reveals between 
leaders and non-leaders, it must be borne in mind that we are dealing with a snapshot 
of the achieved professional status, which results from both internal and external se-
lection processes. With the self-perceptions of personality traits, this might be rein-
forced or weakened by the particular professional situation. Nonetheless it would be 
worth contrasting our results from the first quantitative analysis of the gender career 
gap in Germany with representative data from other countries. The British Household 
Panel Study (BHPS) could be used, because the same psychological measures are in-
cluded in the questionnaire. A longitudinal analysis is also needed to contribute to the 
discussion of the stability of personality traits over time and their interrelationship 
with career advancement. Our investigation is only a first step toward understanding 
the role of non-cognitive skills in the achievment of a leadership position. Women still 
face barriers if they want to become a member of Germany’s executive boards, but 
our empirical findings suggest that with respect to personality, Germany’s next Top 
Manager does not necessarily need to be a man – women have got what it takes. 

References 
Almlund, M., Duckworth, A.L., Heckman, J., & Kautz (2011). Personality psychology and economics. 

IZA Discussion Paper, 5500, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 
Andresen, B. (1995). Risikobereitschaft (R) – der Sechste Basisfaktor der Persönlichkeit: Konvergenz 

multivariater Studien und Konstruktexplikation. Zeitschrift für Differentielle und Diagnostische Psychologie, 
16, 210-236.  

Avolio, B.J., Bass, B.M. & Jung, D.I. (1999). Re-examining the components of transformational and 
transactional leadership using the multifactor leadership. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psy-
chology, 72, 441-462. 

Barrick, M.R. & Mount, M.K. (1991). The big-five personality dimensions and job performance: A meta-
analysis. Personnel Psychology, 44, 1-26. 

Bass, B.M. & Avolio, B.J. (1990). Developing transformational leadership: 1992 and beyond. Journal of 
European Industrial Training, 14, 21-27. 

Bass, B.M. (1990). Bass & Stogdill’s handbook of leasership: Theory, research and managerial applications. New 
York: Free Press.  

Beblo, M. & Wolf, E. (2002). Die Folgekosten von Erwerbsunterbrechungen. DIW-Vierteljahreshefte zur 
Wirtschaftsforschung, 71, 83-94.  

Becker, G.S. (1993). Human capital. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Bonin, H., Dohmen, T., Falk, A., Huffman, D. & Sunde, U. (2006). Cross-sectional earnings risk and oc-

cupational sorting: The role of risk attitudes. Discussion Paper, 1930, Institute for the Study of La-
bor (IZA), Bonn. 

Borghans, L., Duckworth, A.L., Heckman, J.J. & ter Weel, B. (2008). The economics and psychology of 
personality traits. The Journal of Human Resources, 43, 972-1059. 

Boudreau, J.W., Boswell, W.R. & Judge, T.A. (2001). Effects of personality on executive career success in 
the united states and europe. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 58, 53-81. 

Brandstätter, H. (1999). Veränderbarkeit von Persönlichektismerkmalen – Beiträge der differentiellen 
Psychologie. In Sonntag, K.-H., Personalentwicklung in Organisationen. Psychologische Grundlagen, Methoden 
und Strategien, Göttingen: Hogrefe, 51-76. 

Busch, A. & Holst, H. (2009). Glass ceiling effect and earnings – the gender pay gap in managerial posi-
tions in Germany. Discussion Papers, 905, Deutsches Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung (DIW Ber-
lin), Berlin. 

Byrnes, J.P., Miller, D.C. & Schafer, W.D. (1999). Gender differences in risk taking: A meta-analysis. Psy-
chological Bulletin, 125, 367-383. 



management revue, 22(3), 240-273 DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2011_03_Fietze  261 

Caliendo, M., Fossen, F. & Kritikos, A.S. (2008). The impact of risk attitudes on entrepreneurial survival. 
Discussion Paper, 3525, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 

Caliendo, M., Fossen, F. & Kritikos, A.S. (2006). Risk attitudes of nascent entrepreneurs: New evidence 
from an experimentally-validated survey. Discussion Paper, 2168, Institute for the Study of Labor 
(IZA), Bonn. 

Caliendo, M., Fossen, F. & Kritikos, A.S. (2011). Personality characteristics and the decision to become 
and stay self-employed. Discussion Paper, 5566, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 

Costa, P.T. & McCrae, R.R. (1992). Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO PI-R) and NEO Five-Factor In-
ventory (NEO-FFI). Professional Manual. Odessa, FL: Psychological Assessment Resources. 

Delhees, K.H. (1995). Führungstheorien – Eigenschaftstheorie. In Kieser, A., Reber, G. & Wunderer, R., 
Handwörterbuch der Führung, 2., neu gestaltete und ergänzte Auflage, Stuttgart: Schäffer-Poeschel Ver-
lag, 897-906. 

Dobbins, G.H. & Platz, S.J. (1986). Sex differences in leadership: How real are they? Academy of Manage-
ment Review, 11, 118-127. 

Dohmen, T., Falk, A., Huffman, D., Sunde, U., Schupp, J. & Wagner, G.G. (2005). Individual risk atti-
tudes: New evidence from a large, representative, experimentally-validated survey. Discussion Pa-
per, 1730, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 

Dohmen, T. & Falk, A. (2006). Performance pay and multi-dimensional sorting: Productivity, preferences 
and gender. Discussion Papers, 2001, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn.  

European Commission (2009). Equality between women and men. Report from the Commission to the 
Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Com-
mittee of the Regions,  77, European Commission, Brussels. 

Fairlie, R.W. (2003). An extension of the blinder-oaxaca decomposition technique to logit and probit 
models. Center Discussion Paper, 873, Yale University, Economic Growth Center, New Haven. 

Felfe, J. (2006). Transformationale und charismatische Führung – Stand der Forschung und aktuelle 
Entwicklungen. Zeitschrift für Personalpsychologie, 5, 163-176. 

Fietze, S., Holst, E. & Tobsch, V. (2009). Personality and career – she’s got what it takes. SOEPpapers on 
Multidisciplinary Panel Data Research, 250, German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) at DIW 
Berlin, Berlin. 

Furnham, A., Crump, J. & Whelan, J. (1997). Validating the neo personality inventory using assessor’s rat-
ings. Personal Individuell Differences, 22,  669-675. 

German Consulting Group (2005). Frauen und Macht. Frauen in Führungspositionen – Was müssen 
Frauen können/leisten um in privatwirtschaftlichen Unternehmen ins (Top-)Management aufzu-
steigen? Eine Umfrage unter deutschen Managern zu Ansichenten und Zukunftsvisionen. 
http://gcg.ag/gcg_sharedpages/pdf/umfrage_frauen.pdf. [Online; Stand 12. August 2008]. 

Gmür, M. (1997). Geschlechterrollenstereotype in der Führungskräfteauswahl. Management Forschung 
und Praxis, 19, Universität Konstanz. 

Gmür, M. (2006). The gendered stereotype of the ’good manager’: Sex role expectations towards male 
and female managers. management revue, 17, 105-121. 

Greene, W.H. (1997). Econometric analysis. New York: Prentice Hall. 
Holst, E., Ferber, M. & Matiaske, W. (2006). Women in management, academia, and other professions: 

Stagnation or progress? Special Issue management revue,  17, Mering: Hampp.  
Holst, E. & Schimeta, J. (2009). Nach wie vor kaum Frauen in den Top-Gremien großer Unternehmen. 

Wochenbericht des DIW Berlin, 76,  302-311.  
Holst, E. (2006). Women in managerial positions in Europe: Focus on Germany. Discussion Paper, 557, 

Deutsches Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung (DIW Berlin). 
Holst, E. (2009). Führungskräfte-Monitor 2001–2006. Forschungsreihe, 7. Baden-Baden: Nomos-Verlag. 
House, R. & Shamir, B. (1995). Führungstheorien – Charistmatische Führung. In Kieser, A., Reber, G. & 

Wunderer, R., Handwörterbuch der Führung, 2., neu gestaltete und ergänzte Auflage, Stuttgart: Schäf-
fer-Poeschel Verlag, 878-896. 

Isphording, I.E. (2010). Risky business – the role of individual risk attitudes in occupational choice. Ruhr 
Economic Papers, 187, Ruhr Universität Bochum, Bochum.  



262  Simon Fietze, Elke Holst, Verena Tobsch: Germany’s Next Top Manager 

Johnson, J.E., & Powell, V.P.L. (1994). Decision making, risk and gender: Are managers different? British 
Journal of Management, 5, 123-138. 

Joy, L., Carter, N.M., Wagner, H.M., & Narayana, S. (2007). The bottom line: Coporate performance and 
women’s representation on boards. Research report, Catalyst, New York. 

Kay, R. (2007). Auf dem Weg in die Chefetage. Betriebliche Entscheidungsprozesse bei der Besetzung 
von Führungspositionen. IfM-Materialien, 170, Institut für Mittelstandsforschung, Bonn. 

Keller, E.F. (1985). Reflection in gender and science. New Haven, London: Yale University Press.  
Krell, G. (2008). Vorteile eines neuen, weiblichen Führungsstils: Ideologiekritik und Diskursanalyse. In 

Krell, G., Chancengleichheit durch Personalpolitik, Wiesbaden: Gabler Verlag, 319-330. 
Lang, F., John, D., Lüdtke, O, Schupp, J., & Wagner, G.G. (2011). Short assessment of the big five: ro-

bust across survey methods except telephone interviewing. Behavior Research Methods, 43, 548-567. 
Littmann-Wernli, S., & Schubert, R. (2001). Frauen in Führungpositionen – Ist die "gläserne Decke" dis-

kriminierend? Arbeit – Zeitschrift für Arbeitsforschung, Arbeitsgestaltung und Arbeitspolitik, 10, 135-148. 
Lopes, L., & Berkowitz, L.L. (1987). Between hope and fear: The psychology of risk. Advances in Experi-

mental Social Psychology, 20, 255-295.  
Lord, R.G., De Vader, C.L., & Allinger, G.M. (1986). A meta-analysis of the relationship between per-

sonality traits and ledership perceptions: An application of validity generalization procedures. Journal 
of Applied Psychology, 71, 402-410. 

MacCrimmon, M.R., & Wehrung, D.A. (1990). Characteristics of risk taking executives. Managment Science, 
36, 422-435. 

March, J.G., & Shapira, Z. (1987). Managerial perspectives on risk and risk taking. Management Science, 33, 
1404-1418. 

Mueller, G., & Plug, E. (2006). Estimating the effect of personality on male and female earnings. Industrial 
& Labor Relations Review, 60, 1-22. 

Nelson, J.A. (1996). Feminism, objectivity, and economics. London, New York: Routledge. 
Neuberger, O. (2002). Führen und führen lassen. Stuttgart: Lucius & Lucius. 
Norton, E.C., Wang, H., & Ai, C. (2004). Computing interaction effects and standard errors in logit and 

probit models. The Stata Journal, 4, 154-167. 
Nübling, M., Andresen, H.H., & Mühlbacher, A. (2006). Entwicklung eines Verfahrens zur Berechnung 

der körperlichen und psychischen Summenskalen auf Basis der SOEP-Version des SF 12 (Algo-
rithmus). DIW Data Documentation,  16, Deutsches Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung (DIW Ber-
lin), Berlin. 

Nyhus, E., & Pons, E. (2005). The effects of personality on earnings. Journal of Economic Psychology, 26, 363-
384.  

Pannenberg, M. (2002). Long-term effects on unpaid overtime: Evidence for west germany. Discussion 
Paper, 614, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 

Pannenberg, M. (2007). Risk aversion and reservation wages. Discussion Paper, 2806, Institute for the 
Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn. 

Piedmont, R., & Weinstein, H. (1994). Predicting supervisor ratings of job performance using the neo 
personality inventory. The Journal of Psychology, 128, 225-265.  

Salgado, J.F. (1997). The five factor model of personality and job performance in the european commu-
nity. Journal of Applied Psychology, 82, 30-43. 

Schneider, T. (2004). Der Einfluss des Einkommens der Eltern auf die Schulwahl. Zeitschrift für Soziologie, 
6, 471-492.  

Schneider, T. (2008). Social inequality in educational participation in the german school system in a longi-
tudinal perspective. pathways into and out of the most prestigious school track. European Sociologial 
Review, 24, 511-526. 

Schuler, H. (2001). Lehrbuch der Personalpsychologie. Göttingen: Hogrefe.  
Sonfield, M., Lussier, R., Corman, J., & McKinney, M. (2001). Gender comparisions in strategic decision-

making: An empirical analysis of the entrepreneurial strategy matrix. Journal of Small Business Manage-
ment, 39, 165-173. 



management revue, 22(3), 240-273 DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2011_03_Fietze  263 

Srivastava, S., John, O.P., Gosling, S.D., & Potter, J. (2003). Development of personality in early and 
middle adulthood: Set like plaster or persistent change? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 
1041-1053. 

Stogdill, R.M., & Bass, B.M. (1981). Stogdill’s handbook of leadership: A survey of theory and research. New York: 
Free Press.  

Stogdill, R.M. (1948). Personal factors associated with leadership: A survey of the literature. The Journal of 
Psychology, 26, 35-71. 

Tett, R.P., Jackson, D.N., & Rothstein, M. (1991). Personality measures as predictors of job performance: 
A meta-analytic review. Personnel Psychology, 44, 703-742. 

Tisdale, T. (2004). Führunstheorien. In Gaugler, E., Oechsler, W.A. & Weber, W., Handwörterbuch des Per-
sonalwesens, Stuttgart: Schäffer-Poeschel Verlag, 824-883. 

Wagner, G.G., Göbel, J., Krause, P., Pischner, R., & Sieber, I. (2008). Das Sozio-oekonomische Panel 
(SOEP): Multidisziplinäres Haushaltspanel und Kohortenstudie für Deutschland – Eine Einführung 
(für neue Datennutzer) mit einem Ausblick (für erfahrene Anwender). AStA Wirtschafts- und Sozial-
statistisches Archiv, 2, 301-328. 

Wagner, G.G., Frick, J., & Schupp, J. (2007). The German socio-economic panel study (SOEP) – scope, 
evolution and enhancements. Schmollers Jahrbuch – Zeitschrift für Wirtschafts- und Sozialwissenschaften, 
127, 139-169. 

Weber, M. (1922). Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr (P. Siebeck). 
Weibler, J. (2001). Personalführung. München: Verlag Vahlen. 
Wunderer, R., Grunwald, W. & Moldenhauer, P. (1980). Führungslehre. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. 

 

Annex 

Figure 4: Question on supervising others in the SOEP 
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Figure 5:  Question on the ‘Big Five’ personality traits (excerpt from the SOEP survey 
2005) 

 



management revue, 22(3), 240-273 DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2011_03_Fietze  265 

Figure 6:  Question on the willingness to take risks (excerpt from the SOEP question-
naire 2004) 
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Table 3:  Determinants of selection to a leadership position for employees in the pri-
vate sector in Germany in 2007 (marginal effects from logit analyses) 

 Marginal effects Significant 
 All Women Men differences 
 Model 1 Model 1a Model 1b Model 2 
Personality 
‘Big Five’ 
Neuroticism -0.017** -0.003 -0.039**  
Openness 0.015** 0.006 0.027  
Agreeableness -0.014** -0.007* -0.021  
Extraversion 0.007 0.001 -0.019  
Consciousness 0.020*** 0.006 0.039**  
Willingness to take risk (job career) 0.042*** 0.010** 0.096***  
Monitored for further explanatory variables: 
Woman (Reference: man) -0.068***    
Human capital 
Duration of education (in years) 0.030*** 0.008*** 0.060***  
Duration of work experience (in years) 0.007*** 0.003** 0.015  
Duration of work experience\s\up6(2) -0.000 -0.000* -0.000  
Duration of job tenure (in years) 0.001 0.001 0.000  
Contracted working hours (reference: part-time) 
More than 35 hours per week (full-time) 0.109*** 0.034*** 0.178*  
Amount of overtime (previous week) 0.010*** 0.005*** 0.019*** +* 
no answer regarding overtime 0.038 0.025 0.032  
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1% 
+ the effect is significantly higher for women than for men 
- the effect is significantly lower for women than for men 

 
 Marginal effects 
 All Women Men 
 Model 1 Model 1a Model 1b 
Social structure/Life environment 
Father’s school education (reference: less than advanced technical college entrance qualification/university-entrance diploma) 
Advanced technical college entrance qualifica-
tion/university-entrance diploma 

0.028* 0.022** 0.018  

Don’t know/no entry -0.046* -0.022 -0.080  
Marital status (reference: married, living apart/not married) 
Married, living together 0.004 -0.001 0.027  
Number of children under 16 years of age in the house-
hold 

0.023*** 0.012** 0.039 ** 

Housework during a working day (reference: zero hours) 
At least one hour -0.032** -0.009 -0.070 ** 
Place of residence (reference: former federal states) 
New federal states -0.035** 0.002 -0.109 *** 
Segregation 
Economic sector (reference: manufacturing trade) 
Trade, hotel and restaurant industry, transport 0.016 0.024** -0.026  
Other services 0.009 0.011 -0.010  
Company size (reference: fewer than 20 employees) 
20 to up to 200 employees 0.023 0.005 0.043  
200 to up to 2000 employees -0.006 -0.004 -0.023  
2000 and more employees -0.007 0.002 -0.039  
Proportion of women in the profession -0.002*** -0.001*** -0.002 *** 
Constant -0.721*** -0.235*** -1.433 *** 
Number of cases 2,883 1,557 1,326  
log Likelihood -1,038.1 -313.7 -705.8  
LR 578.8*** 87.0*** 253.9 *** 
Pseudo R2 0.3302 0.3096 0.2075  
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1% 
+ the effect is significantly higher for women than for men 
- the effect is significantly lower for women than for men 
Dependent variable: achieved a leadership position (yes/no); controlled for sample G. 
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Figure 7: Interaction effects (risk & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 8: z-statistics of interaction effects (risk & gender) after logit 
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Figure 9:  Interaction effects (education & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 10: z-statistics of interaction effects (education & gender) after logit 
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Figure 11: Interaction effects (experience & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 12: z-statistics of interaction effects (experience & gender) after logit 

 

 



270  Simon Fietze, Elke Holst, Verena Tobsch: Germany’s Next Top Manager 

Figure 13: Interaction effects (overtime & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 14: z-statistics of interaction effects (overtime & gender) after logit 
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Figure 15: Interaction effects (father’s education & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 16: z-statistics of interaction effects (father’s education & gender) after logit 
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Figure 17: Interaction effects (number of children & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 18: z-statistics of interaction effects (number of children & gender) after logit 
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Figure 19: Interaction effects (segregation by occupation & gender) after logit 

 

 

Figure 20: z-statistics of interaction effects (segregation by occupation & gender) after 
logit 

 




