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Abstract  

This research aims to study the role that managers' personality traits have in the decision-

making process and their relationship on the performance outcomes of Portuguese higher 

education institutions (HEIs), through a literature review that supports the presentation of 

a research model proposed by the authors. Nowadays, organizations in general and their 

managers are increasingly pressured to achieve certain goals and levels of performance to 

ensure the financial sustainability of their institutions and to remain competitive in the 

markets. Sometimes these goals are somewhat ambitious and difficult to achieve, which 

means that decision-makers must have certain personality traits to show resistance and 

resilience in dealing with obstacles and strengthen their capacity to solve problems in the 

adversities that arise in the day to day business. This research proposal assumes that the 

personality traits of managers, namely extroversion, pleasantness, neuroticism, 

conscientiousness, and openness to experience, will have a relevant impact on decision 

making, which will be reflected in organizational performance. With regard to the analysis 

of organizational performance, although assuming other indicators, particular emphasis 

will be placed on indicators related to teacher training and their research activities. The 

literature on personality traits is broad, focusing particularly on the analysis of the 

relationships between the characteristics of managers and their attitudes and behaviors in a 

professional context. In methodological terms, a qualitative study is expected to be carried 

out, using quantitative techniques. The data related to personality traits and leadership 

styles will be obtained through the application of a questionnaire prepared by the authors, 

in order to assess the different dimensions of the proposed conceptual model. Regarding 

the organizational performance indicators of HEIs, these will be obtained using a database 

of a research project developed by the authors. The sample will be for convenience, 

composed of elements of the executive boards of Portuguese universities and polytechnic 

institutes, from the public and private sector. In the treatment of quantitative data, the use 

of the structural equations model (SEM) is considered, to investigate the possible 

relationships between the different dimensions incorporated in the model.  

Keywords: higher education, personality traits, leadership styles, organizational 

performance, teacher training. 
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Resumo  

A presente investigação tem como objetivo estudar o papel que os traços de personalidade 

dos diretores poderão ter no processo de tomada de decisão e a sua relação com o 

desempenho organizacional das instituições de ensino superior (IES) portuguesas, através 

de uma revisão de literatura que apoie a apresentação de um modelo conceptual proposto 

pelos autores. Atualmente, as diferentes organizações e os seus dirigentes estão cada vez 

mais pressionadas para alcançar certos resultados, a fim de garantir a sustentabilidade 

financeira das suas organizações. Por vezes, esses objetivos são um pouco ambiciosos e 

difíceis de alcançar, o que significa que os dirigentes devem possuir certos traços de 

personalidade, demonstrando resistência e resiliência na superação de desafios, bem como 

a capacidade de resolver problemas que surgem no dia-a-dia das organizações. Esta 

investigação pressupõe que os traços de personalidade dos dirigentes, a saber, a 

extroversão, a agradabilidade, o neuroticismo, a conscienciosidade e a abertura à 

experiência, terão impacto relevante na tomada de decisão, o que se refletirá no 

desempenho da organização. Neste âmbito, será dado particular destaque a indicadores 

relativos à formação dos docentes e às suas atividades de investigação. A literatura em 

torno dos traços de personalidade é ampla, incidindo particularmente na análise das 

relações entre as características dos gestores e os seus comportamentos em contexto 

profissional. Em termos metodológicos, perspetiva-se a realização de um estudo de 

natureza qualitativa, com recurso a técnicas quantitativas. Os dados relativos aos traços de 

personalidade e aos estilos de liderança serão obtidos através da aplicação de um 

questionário elaborado pelos autores, tendo em vista avaliar as diferentes dimensões do 

modelo conceptual proposto. No que diz respeito aos indicadores de desempenho 

organizacional das IES, estes serão obtidos com recurso a uma base de dados de um projeto 

de investigação desenvolvido pelos autores. A amostra será por conveniência, composta 

por elementos das direções executivas das universidades e institutos politécnicos 

portugueses, da rede pública e privada. No que diz respeito ao tratamento dos dados, será 

utilizado o modelo de equações estruturais (SEM), tendo em vista investigar as possíveis 

relações entre as diferentes dimensões incorporadas no modelo. Quanto à discussão dos 

resultados, pretende-se caracterizar os efeitos dos traços de personalidade dos diretores das 

IES portuguesas no desempenho organizacional destas instituições. 

Palavras-Chave: ensino superior, traços de personalidade, desempenho organizacional, 

formação de professores.  

1 Introduction  

In the last decades, Portugal has undergone numerous changes of a political nature 

towards the democratization of the country. Since 1974, significant changes have taken 

place in the educational framework, namely the establishment of compulsory schooling 

(progressively 6, 9 and 12 years); the diversification of the offer of higher education, with 

the opening of this level of education to the private initiative and the creation of new 

establishments of higher education; the expansion of the social base of students’ 

recruitment and the increase in the rate of enrollment in higher education (Cabrito, 

Cerdeira, Machado, Patrocínio, & Mucharreira, 2019). 

Despite these undeniable advances, also visible by the strong growth in the number of 

researchers and scientific publications in our scientific system, the underfunding of 

Portuguese HEIs persists, which impels their managers to diversify their funding sources 

(Cerdeira, Cabrito, & Mucharreira, 2019).  
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Nowadays, HEIs face increasing challenges posed by competitive and dynamic markets. 

This leads to disruptive changes that force organizations to change their strategy to remain 

competitive, in social and financial terms. Expansion of the global economy, as well as a 

global competition, new developments and innovations, rapid changes and new 

technologies, customer expectations, quality management, demographic changes, and 

demand for specific skills, pose a huge challenge to the flexibility of an organization that 

operates in this scenario.  

Organizations need to change and adopt new ways to remain competitive. In this sense, 

these institutions require managers with leadership skills that promote better 

organizational performance (Antunes, Mucharreira, Justino, & Texeira, 2019a; Antunes, 

Mucharreira, Justino, & Texeira, 2019b). Effective leadership promotes effective 

organizational functioning, leading employees, teams, and organizations to perform well. 

In this way, it is essential to analyze the factors that can influence the performance of 

managers. Researches on this topic have revealed that personality traits decisively 

influence people's motivations, behaviors, and perceptions, including their values, social 

behavior, and organizational behavior (Krueger, Hicks, Patrick, Carlson, Iacono, & 

McGue, 2002; Fischer & Boer, 2015). 

2 Theoretical framework  

Organizations are constantly undergoing rapid change as a result of many factors. Some 

of these factors are external, such as competition, global market trends and technological 

changes. However, some of the changes over time also occur within organizations 

themselves, such as employee motivation, innovation strategies, and organizational 

culture. All these factors tend to affect the performance of these institutions, and a key 

factor that also has the potential to decisively affect the organizational performance of 

organizations is the leadership styles adopted by their managers (Ng’ethe, Namusonge, 

& Iravo, 2012). 

Organizational performance comprises the results of an organization, which can be 

measured against defined outcomes, goals and objectives. Organizational performance is 

the ability to acquire and process financial, physical, and human resources appropriately 

to achieve the organization's objectives (Madella, Bayle, & Tome, 2005).  

According to Harbour (2008), organizational performance can be measured through the 

implementation of a series of measures that represent the result of the organization’s 

activity. Other authors, namely Peterson et al. (2003), defined organizational performance 

as the ability of organizations to use their resources efficiently in order to produce results 

consistent with their strategic objectives. Other studies have considered organizational 

performance as something that allows to evaluate the success of organizations and to 

achieve their success (Antony & Bhattacharyya, 2010).   

Nowadays, companies, and more precisely their managers, are increasingly pressured to 

achieve certain results and levels of performance to ensure the financial sustainability of 

their companies and to remain competitive in the markets, which are increasingly 

aggressive and complex. Sometimes these goals are somewhat ambitious and difficult to 

achieve, which means that decision-makers must have certain characteristics in terms of 

their personality traits to show resistance and resilience to deal with the obstacles and 
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problem-solving abilities in the day-to-day business adversities, considering both the 

internal and external constraints inherent in the business world.  

The performance of institutions depends on the quality of the decisions that are made by 

their managers. These decisions relate to a constant need for information that ensures a 

rational management of resources and strategies. Performance evaluation systems, 

composed of financial and non-financial indicators, play a key role in the strategic 

definition of the organization because they provide value creation associated with the 

strategic objectives (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010; Mucharreira, Antunes, Abranja, 

Justino, & Texeira Quirós, 2019). 

In view of this framework, this research proposal assumes that the five main personality 

traits of managers, namely extroversion, pleasantness, neuroticism, conscientiousness, 

and openness to experience, will have a relevant impact on the decision-making process, 

which will be reflected in organizational performance and the objectives achieved by 

HEIs. 

Personality traits are characteristics of individual behavior that allow for a better 

understanding of why people act differently in similar situations. These characteristics 

are decisive in achieving the defined objectives, and among the several examples, we can 

highlight innovation capacity, proactive personality, generalized self-efficacy, self-

control and attitude towards risk. 

Although there are several models that focus on the study of personality traits, the Big 

Five Model has been the most widely used to analyze the individual personality 

differences. This model consists of five personality traits which are Extroversion, 

Neuroticism, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience (McCrae, 

1992; Antunes et al., 2019c; Antunes et al., 2019d). 

Extroversion represents assertiveness, sociability, energy, and positive emotions. 

Extroverted people are communicative, affectionate, active, and enthusiastic, also self-

confident, dominant, and exciting, and able to develop an interpersonal relationship with 

others and externalize their emotions (Band, São, & Dalal, 2014). 

Neuroticism contrasts emotional stability and captures the tendency to experience a 

variety of disruptive thoughts and emotions. On the other hand, neuroticism can be 

characterized as the degree of some negative personality traits, such as unhappiness, 

impulsivity, aggressiveness and anxiety, since neurotic people tend to be unhappy and 

they feel insecure about their life circumstances. Individuals who are characterized as 

neurotic are insecure, anxious, and more susceptible to stress, as they are likely to 

interpret common situations as threatening (Costa & McCrae, 1992). 

Agreeableness includes such characteristics as altruism, trust, and humility. People with 

this characteristic are more trustworthy than people who do not reveal this distinctive 

aspect, and these people turn out to be manipulative, pessimistic, and selfish. Kind people 

also strive to build and maintain harmony and prefer to use compromising strategies to 

deal with any conflict (Camps, Stouten, & Euwema, 2016). 

Conscientiousness identifies directed, planned, and organized task behavior, such as 

thinking before acting, following norms, and prioritizing tasks. Highly conscious people 

are self-disciplined, trustworthy, ambitious, and efficient. Other authors associate 

conscientiousness with self-discipline, to the conquest of efforts, obedience, and 
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competence, since their persistence and self-discipline characteristics enables them to 

accomplish tasks or achieve goals in a successful way (Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991). 

Finally, openness to experience is characterized by receptivity to new ideas and 

flexibility. This characteristic indicates the degree of intellectual curiosity, creativity and 

the individual tendency to learn, try new things, and consider new ideas. Individuals who 

reveal this personality trait in a prominent way are imaginative, open-minded, without 

prejudice, and curious (Berglund, Seva, & Strandh, 2015).  

Consequently, the Big Five Personality Traits have very important effects, especially in 

terms of decision-making and leadership styles. On the other hand, the role of leadership 

is extremely important when it comes to defining the organization's mission and vision, 

as well as setting goals, developing strategies, policies and procedures to achieve 

organizational goals efficiently and effectively (Xu & Wang, 2008). According to Harris 

et al. (2007), quality leadership is equally critical for institutions and their managers to be 

able to act and respond in a timely manner to changes taking place abroad. Also, 

according to Mitonga-Monga and Coetzee (2012), leadership styles are defined as a 

combination of different characteristics, personality traits, and behaviors adopted by 

leaders to interact like other employees in the organization, performing behaviors to 

combine the organizational and personal interests, seeking to achieve the specific 

objectives of the organization. 

Effective leadership promotes effective organizational functioning, leading employees, 

teams, and organizations to perform well. In this way, it is essential to analyze the factors 

that can influence the performance of managers (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Researches on 

this topic has revealed that personality traits decisively influence people's motivations, 

behaviors, and perceptions, including their values, social behavior, and organizational 

behavior (Fischer & Boer, 2015). 

The definition of leadership focuses on two different perspectives. These perspectives 

consist of transactional leadership and transformational leadership (Harms & Credé, 

2010). Essentially, transactional leadership is a style of leadership more based on the 

goals and objectives of the organization itself, whereas transformational leadership is 

more geared toward challenging work teams and reaching common goals (Harms & 

Credé, 2010). 

Transactional and transformational leadership styles have their own characteristics that 

are unique to each of their styles. For example, transactional leadership is concerned with 

the task that is given and how the result of the task is presented. The implementation of 

this style is brought through rewards and punishments, as well as a rigorous oversight of 

the process as employees are performing a designated task (Harms & Credé, 2010). As 

for transformational leadership, the characteristics most associated with this style include 

concern for the emotions, ethics, standards, and goals from a long-term perspective, 

which demonstrates the need for this type of leader to be more people-oriented than tasks 

(Northouse, 2016). According to Bono and Judge (2004), in transformational leadership, 

the personality trait that is most pronounced is extroversion, whereas in transactional 

leadership a stronger correlation can be identified between this style and the personality 

trait of pleasantness. However, the investigation of Judge et al. (2002) evidenced a strong 

correlation between the five major personality traits and leadership styles. Other studies 

have shown that global transformational leadership could be a mediator between the five 

personality traits and the performance of leaders, such as Rubin et al. (2009), DeRue et 
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al. (2011) and Cavazotte et al. (2012). The main argument is that personality traits predict 

specific leadership behaviors, which in turn are related to the performance of leaders. 

Based on the several researches carried out on these subjects, eight research hypotheses 

are now presented with the aim to respond to the possible relationship between the five 

personality traits, leadership styles and organizational performance. 

• H1: "Extroversion” influences the leadership style adopted by HEIs managers. 

• H2: “Conscientiousness” influences the leadership style adopted by HEIs 

managers. 

• H3: “Pleasantness” influences the leadership style adopted by HEIs managers. 

• H4: “Neuroticism” influences the leadership style adopted by HEIs managers. 

• H5: “Openness to experience” influences the leadership style adopted by HEIs 

managers. 

• H6: Leadership style adopted by HEIs managers influences financial performance 

of HEIs. 

• H7: Leadership style adopted by HEIs managers influences operational 

performance of HEIs. 

• H8: Leadership style adopted by HEIs managers influences market performance 

of HEIs. 

Completed the description of the fundamentals that led to the construction of the initial 

issues based on literature review, it is now presented the proposed research model as 

illustrated in figure 1: 

 

Figure 1: Research Model. 
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With regard to the analysis of organizational performance, although assuming other 

operational, financial and market indicators, in this research, particular emphasis will be 

placed on indicators related to teacher training and their research activities. 

3 Methodology 

Regarding methodology, this research is of a qualitative nature, although using 

quantitative techniques, being the data related to personality traits and leadership styles 

obtained through the application of a survey elaborated by the authors to evaluate the 

different dimensions of the proposed conceptual model. 

The data concerned with organizational performance of HEIs will be obtained through a 

database from another research developed by the authors (Antunes et al., 2018). The 

sample will consist of about 200 email addresses of members of the management boards 

of Portuguese universities and polytechnics. 

In the treatment of quantitative data, the use of the structural equations model (SEM) is 

considered, to investigate the possible relationships between the different dimensions 

incorporated in the model. The survey will be elaborated with closed questions, using a 

five-point Likert scale to evaluate the respondents' conceptions about the dimensions 

considered, where 1 represents "strongly disagree" and 5 represents "strongly agree". For 

the characterization of respondents and organizations, nominal and ordinal scales will be 

used. 

Concerning the discussion of results, it is intended to characterize the effects of 

personality traits of educational managers and their emotional adjustment in higher 

education institutions in Portugal, seeking to understand their role and possible relations 

with the financial sustainability and other performance outcomes of these institutions. 

4 Final considerations 

This research, that is still in development, is of great relevance because it assumes a 

combination of two important areas of knowledge, namely, Management and Psychology, 

which is an innovative approach, since there are only a few references in the literature 

that link these two areas of expertise.  Although there are many factors to consider when 

it is intended to study the viability and the success of organizations in highly competitive 

markets, the effects of decision-making by managers, determined by their personality 

traits and the human behavior, cannot be ignored at all. In the same way, also the 

emotional states of managers will have a determining effect on the results achieved by 

their organizations. An individual's personality refers to the way he or she reacts, 

perceives, thinks, and behaves as a single person and an individual in his or her 

environment. 

So, the way managers deal with and solve problems, how they make their decisions, or 

even how they deal with adversity, will undoubtedly contribute to determining the 

organization's success. Following a corporate approach, we think that this field of study 

will bring a great enrichment for the knowledge of organizations behavior, because, 

increasingly, the behavioral and cognitive component cannot be neglected in the analysis 

of the results of the companies, because the managers are the people who make the 
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decisions and have to constantly seek to develop their capacities of resistance, resilience 

and look for the best strategies to solve problems. 

This research is justified by the observation of a reality still relatively little studied at the 

level of organizational behaviors of HEIs, particularly about the perspective of 

personality traits and emotional states of their managers and how these dynamics might 

have influence on making decisions and their leadership styles and, consequently, what 

kind of relationship can we find between this psychology perspective and organizational 

performance. 
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