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ABSTRACT
This study investigates a paradox in leadership assessment, which we term the Leader Rating Gap (LRG). 
Through content analysis of interviews with 25 West Point cadets and tactical officers, we found that raters 
primarily cited influence behaviors when describing great leadership in general. However, when evaluating 
their own subordinate leaders’ job performance, raters emphasized individual performance behaviors over 
influence behaviors. These findings have implications for leadership development and assessment prac-
tices in military and civilian organizations, highlighting the need for organizations to align their leadership 
evaluation criteria with desired leadership behaviors and outcomes.
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Introduction
They say great leadership is hard to define, but we sure know it when we see it. Or do we? Applying content anal-
ysis to individual interviews of  25 West Point cadets and tactical officers illuminates a related paradox. When 
raters were asked to describe how they know when someone else really “has it” as a leader, they primarily cited 
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influence behaviors. Yet, when these same raters were 
asked to describe the criteria they use to assess the job 
performance of  subordinates, almost all of  whom were 
in leadership roles themselves, raters cited evaluating 
individual performance behaviors more than influ-
ence behaviors, a phenomenon we name the Leader 
Rating Gap (LRG) depicted in Figure 1. Specifically, 
raters cite assessing their subordinate leaders on, in 
order of  decreasing frequency: relationship/person-
ality, effort/motivation, dependability, focus on the 
development of  others, and adherence to professional 
norms. Additionally, we found that the previous job 

ratings subordinate leaders receive are “sticky,” as they 
influence the subordinates’ current job ratings. 

Identifying Someone Who Is 
(Could Become) a Great Leader
Organizations have long been concerned with assessing the 
leadership ability and potential of  their leaders and future 
leaders, hereafter “subordinate leaders” (Marshall-Mies et 
al., 2000). There have long been debates on which quali-
ties make great leaders (Bass, 1985; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 
1991) and limitations in the ability to accurately assess 
desired leadership skills and behaviors (Kolb, 1995; Yukl & 

Figure 1
How Leaders Rate Their Subordinate Leaders
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Van Fleet, 1992). Additionally, even when there is consen-
sus on leader qualities and assessment tools, raters’ biases 
and environmental influences can affect their evaluation of 
their subordinate leaders’ performance and potential.

Leaders’ Influence on Others
Leadership is generally seen as behaviors that inspire, influ-
ence, and motivate performance in others (Bass & Riggio, 
2006; Northouse, 2018). Effective leaders mobilize fol-
lowers, prioritize subordinate needs, and foster a positive 
service culture (Heifetz et al., 2010; Linden et al., 2014; 
Maxwell & Dornan, 2006). This selflessness is central to 
ethical and transformational leadership, where leaders act 
as role models, transforming followers’ values and beliefs 
(Bass, 1999; Hendrix et al., 2015; Mayer et al., 2012). 
Yukl (2012) identifies task, relations, and change-oriented 
behaviors as key to organizational influence. Additionally, 
strong leader character links to greater organizational com-
mitment, satisfaction, work group performance, and orga-
nizational citizenship behaviors (Hendrix, 2015). Indeed,  
effective senior leadership, which includes ethical and 
transformational practices, correlates with positive out-
comes like organizational performance, employee engage-
ment, and adaptability (Church et al., 2021).

Influential Leader Traits and Behaviors
When describing effective leadership, scholars cite the 
importance of  influence behaviors, individual perfor-
mance traits, and effective followership, though they do 
not agree on which are most important (Feller, 2016; 
Giles, 2016). Examples of  important influence behaviors 
and leader traits include leader vision, inspiration, empa-
thy, and trustworthiness (Bennis, 1989) and emphasize 
listening, persuasion, stewardship, and commitment to 
growth (Spears, 2010). Traits like humility suggest suc-
cessful leaders focus on others’ interests, fostering strong 
relationships, work engagement, and likability (Beissner 
& Heyler, 2020; Wortman & Wood, 2011). Social intel-
ligence, the ability to understand and manage oneself  and 
others (Thorndike, 1920), and emotional intelligence are 
also said to be crucial to effective leadership (Goleman, 

2011; Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008), as is being attuned to 
social contexts (Huang, 2020). Additionally, social judg-
ment skills become more important as leaders advance 
and handle more complex and ambiguous problems 
(Mumford et al., 2000). Similarly, Bartone et al. (2002) 
found that social judgment skills and Big Five traits like 
conscientiousness and agreeableness enhance leader per-
formance. Since conscientiousness includes dependabil-
ity and perseverance, and agreeableness involves selfless-
ness and cooperativeness (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Witt, 
2002), leader traits and their influence behaviors can be 
closely related. Other authors have stressed the impor-
tance of  the example the leader sets for others (Spain et 
al., 2021) and the significance of  a leader’s character on 
their organizations (Spain et al., 2022).

Furthermore, some of  the traits and behaviors that 
make effective leaders also make effective followers (Rig-
gio et al., 2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Effective follow-
ership can be defined as deliberately executing the vision 
of  the leader (Slager, 2019). Indeed, effective followers 
are proactive, responsible, and problem solvers, similar to 
good leaders (Hamlin, 2016). McCallum (2013) notes 
that most people are followers more often than leaders 
and outlines similar qualities of  followership: strong 
self-management, commitment to the organization, 
optimal impact focus, courage, credibility, and honesty. 
Implicit followership theory describes ideal followers as 
team players, loyal, productive, and engaged (Junker & 
Van Dick, 2014). Since almost all leaders are also follow-
ers, when leaders are evaluated for their performance, rat-
ers may evaluate their subordinate leaders on both their 
influence behaviors and their followership behaviors. 

Leadership Assessment
Assessing leadership is crucial for organizational perfor-
mance, yet objective evaluation is challenging. For exam-
ple, inaccuracies in performance appraisals stem from 
unclear roles and goals (Anderson & Stritch, 2015), imper-
fect metrics (Behn, 2003), judgment errors, and biases such 
as the halo effect and implicit prototypes (Bowman, 1999; 
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Junker & Van Dick, 2014; Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Biases 
can distort evaluations, as raters may focus on one positive 
trait or prioritize unconscious schemas. Additionally, rat-
er-subordinate similarities can positively skew evaluations 
(Schraeder & Simpson, 2006). Evaluating individuals with 
diverse skills complicates assessments, as past successes may 
not guarantee future success (Finkelstein et al., 2018). 

The performance appraisal system used by organizations 
also affects how raters assess subordinates. A forced-distri-
bution rating system (FDRS), used by organizations such 
as the U.S. Army to evaluate its officers and the United 
States Military Academy (USMA) to evaluate its cadets 
(US Army, 2019; USMA, 2022), requires raters to differ-
entiate between  strong and weak performances, aiming 
to improve accuracy and promote honesty (Stewart et al., 
2021). This helps prevent leniency and centrality biases, 
where raters give overly generous or moderate ratings to 
avoid conflict (Berger et al., 2013; Schleicher et al., 2008). 
A FDRS typically categorizes subordinates into above-av-
erage, average, and below-average, with corresponding 
incentives such as raises and promotions, which can under-
mine teamwork and create feelings of  injustice (Moon et 
al., 2016). Combining FDRS with other appraisal chal-
lenges and desired leader traits and behaviors leads to our 
first series of  questions of  our exploratory research:

RQ 1A: What traits and behaviors do raters look 
for when identifying a great leader in general?

RQ 1B: What traits and behaviors do raters actu-
ally use when differentiating the performance of 
their subordinate leaders?

RQ 1C: Are the answers to 1A and 1B the same?

Since an FDRS effectively makes a rating system into a 
competition for high ratings, it is important to consider 
what else may influence ratings other than the ratees’ 
influence behaviors and individual performance. One 
possibility is that leaders’ previous job ratings, operation-
alized as their professional reputation, will influence their 

current rating. Scholars have shown that past performance 
is a primary data point for identifying high-potential tal-
ent, referred to as “high potential,” “future leader,” “crown 
jewel,” or “shining star” (Church et al., 2021), and these 
stars excel in their roles, receive higher regard and rewards, 
are often more visible due to higher visibility projects and 
responsibilities (Groysberg et al., 2008), and are dispro-
portionately more valuable and productive than average 
workers (Ernst & Vitt, 2000; Hunter et al., 1990; Narin & 
Breitzman, 1995). Since past performance is a predictor of 
future performance (Lawler, 2017), raters may be tempted 
to take the cognitive shortcut of  allowing subordinate lead-
ers’ previous rating(s) to influence their current rating. This 
leads to our final research question:

RQ 2: Do leaders’ previous job ratings influence 
their current rating (stickiness)?

Method

Design
We conducted a qualitative content analysis using 
semi-structured interviews. Subjects included current 
and former West Point cadets and tactical officers.

Semi-Structured Interview Development
The principal investigator developed the initial inter-
view guide and preliminary semi-structured inter-
views to validate the guide, interview techniques, and 
technology, focusing on the process of  assigning the 
military development (MD) grade. The MD grade, a 
weighted average of  ratings from military officers and 
upper-class cadet supervisors, reflects a cadet’s overall 
job performance. Half  of  the MD grade comes from 
a military tactical officer supervisor, and the other 
half  from two-to-three upper-class cadet supervisors, 
and it is given at the end of  each semester and sum-
mer training period (Lewis et al., 2005). As every tac-
tical officer and cadet rater is necessarily in a leader-
ship position, and every rated cadet was serving in a 
leadership position or soon will be (e.g., a freshman) 
(USMA, 2018), the MD grade could be considered 
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a “leadership grade,” though this rephrasing has not 
been formally studied for validation. 

The preliminary interviews included one current 
cadet, one current tactical officer, and one former 
cadet and covered themes such as institutional expec-
tations for grading, how cadets graded each other, 
perceived grading criteria, and the relevance of  MD 
grades predicting officer performance. Participants 
were also asked about other topics they wished to dis-
cuss. These interviews revealed the potential influence 
of  other grades (academic and physical performance/
grade point average [GPA]), leading to the refinement 
of  the initial questions. 

Participants
We conducted 25 interviews using a purposeful conve-
nience sample, including 12 current West Point cadets 
(two women and 10 men) equally divided between the 
top and bottom 20% of  their class: two first-year stu-
dents, two sophomores, four juniors, and four seniors 
whose job performance was rated 11 times throughout 
their four years. Additionally, we interviewed eight 
tactical officers (all men). These included four current 
tactical officers and four who served in the role from 
1996 to 2005, who have all rated their cadets. We also 
interviewed five alumni (one woman and four men), 
from classes spanning from 1992 and 2004, with lit-
tle suspected structural or cultural change to the rat-
ing system during the aforementioned periods. These 
demographics were generally consistent with the cadet 
and tactical officer population at the time of  data 
collection. 

Semi-Structured Interviews
The principal investigator conducted the interviews. 
Twenty of  the interviews were conducted by phone, 
and five were in person. Each interview lasted between 
30 and 75 min, with an average duration of  45 min. All 
interviews were recorded using a smartphone and tran-
scribed verbatim using a private transcription service.

Ethics
Each participant provided consent at the beginning of  the 
interview. The United States Military Academy’s Human 
Research Protection Program approved the study.

Data Analysis

Code Development
Our exploratory study employed a rigorous qualitative 
content analysis methodology using MAXQDA 2022 
software (VERBI Software, 2021), adhering to the itera-
tive abstraction and interpretation framework delineated 
by Lindgren et al. (2020). Each of  the four researchers 
independently coded the same set of  interviews, followed 
by weekly team meetings dedicated to discussing, refin-
ing, and revising the emerging codes. This collaborative 
approach ensured a thorough examination of  the data, 
with the iterative process persisting until the team collec-
tively determined that no additional codes were emerging.

During this process, we realized that coding interviews 
in their entirety might allow the context of  one ques-
tion to influence the coding of  subsequent questions. 
To address this, we adapted our strategy for the second 
coding phase by segmenting interviews into smaller units 
based on individual questions. Each question was then 
coded in isolation by a designated researcher, mitigating 
the risk of  cross-question influence and ensuring a more 
focused analysis. Note that this method does not require 
or support an opportunity to test interrater reliability. 

Analysis
Regular team meetings remained crucial, providing a 
platform to discuss new codes and ensure alignment 
across all questions. After the detailed coding phase, the 
team synthesized and organized the codes into broader 
thematic categories, establishing parent codes while 
retaining detailed subcodes. As an example, to address 
our first research questions, we coded the responses to 
questions about why a leader gave a subordinate the MD 
grade of  “A” alongside the responses to questions about 
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what makes a great leader. This meticulous, iterative align-
ment and theme development process continued until 
the team reached consensus on the final set of  codes and 
their thematic structure. Once all responses were coded, 
we used MAXQDA to retrieve the code frequencies. 

Results

What Makes a Great Leader, and How Does a 
Military Development Grade of “A” Compare?
What do raters say identify great leaders?
Several themes emerged within the responses regarding 
how a respondent knows when one cadet “has it” as a 
great (future) leader and another does not (see Table 1). 
By far, the theme that occurred most frequently of  those 
who responded (n = 21) was the influence on others, 
with 90.5% of  respondents mentioning that that influ-
ence on others was integral in being a great leader. 
Additionally, various emerging leadership traits and 
behaviors, such as initiative, confidence, and going the 

extra mile, were mentioned by more than half  (61.9%) 
of  those who responded. 

What criteria did raters use when giving a military 
development (leadership) grade of  “A”?
Themes that emerged from at least half  of  those that 
responded (n = 22) to the question regarding what 
factors trigger an MD grade of  “A” included indi-
vidual performance (72.7%), followership (72.7%), 
influence on others (68.2%), and emerging leader-
ship traits and behaviors (63.6%). Note that “influ-
ence on others” was only the third most frequently 
mentioned criterion.

Perceptions of Military Development Grade Influences
Table 2 presents respondents’ identified leader traits and 
behaviors and the frequency of  these traits and behav-
iors (or absence in the instances of  low MD grades) with 
each letter grade on a spectrum from “A” to “F,” excel-
lence to failure. 

Table 1
Great Leader and Military Development Grade “A” Code Frequencies

Parent code Great Leader MD Grade “A”

n % n %

Influences others 19 90.48 15 68.18
Emerging leadership traits and behaviors 13 61.90 14 63.64
Social intelligence 10 47.62 7 31.82
Character 9 42.86 8 36.36
Followership 9 42.86 16 72.73
Individual performance 8 38.10 16 72.73
Communication 3 14.29 4 18.18
Subordinate performance 3 14.29 3 13.64
Position 3 14.29 9 40.91

Note: % is the valid percentage reported in MAXQDA, which is the percentage of interviewee 
documents where the code occurred and there was a response to the question. For great 
leader, there were 21 interviewee documents with responses. For MD Grade “A,” there were 22 
documents with responses.
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Table 2
Military Development Grade Code Frequencies

Parent code MD Grade  
“A”

MD Grade 
“B”

MD Grade 
“C”

MD Grade 
“D” or “F”

n % n % n % n %
Dependable/Responsible 16 69.57 4 16.67 2 10.00 - -

Relationship/Personality 16 69.57 8 33.33 10 50.00 4 57.14
Effort/Motivation 13 56.52 18 75.00 6 30.00 0 0.00
Developing others 10 43.48 4 16.67 3 15.00 3 42.86
Professional norms 8 34.78 8 33.33 9 45.00 3 42.86
Self-academic performance 8 34.78 2 8.33 4 20.00 - -
Self-physical performance 8 34.78 3 12.50 2 10.00 1 14.29
Self-job performance 8 34.78 2 8.33 7 35.00 3 42.86
Accountability/Ownership of others 5 21.74 4 16.67 3 15.00 2 28.57
Communication 4 17.39 7 29.17 1 5.00 1 14.29
Discipline 4 17.39 7 29.17 6 30.00 1 14.29
Self-mental performance 4 17.39 2 8.33 0 0.00 0 0.00
Competence 3 13.04 4 16.67 0 0.00 0 0.00
Followership 3 13.04 6 25.00 4 20.00 0 0.00
Individual performance 3 13.04 - - - - - -
Learning orientation 3 13.04 4 16.67 1 5.00 0 0.00
Position/Seniority 2 8.70 6 25.00 1 5.00 - -
Subordinate performance 2 8.70 5 20.83 0 0.00 0 0.00
Genesis for exceptional performance 1 4.35 - - - - - -
Sticky 1 4.35 - - - - - -
Decisiveness/Decision-making 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 5.00 0 0.00
Mental health 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 5.00 1 14.29
West Point brand 0 0.00 - - 0 0.00 1 14.29
Average performing - - - - 3 15.00 - -
Compared to their peers - - - - 1 5.00 1 14.29
Number of responses 23 100.00 24 100.00 20 100.00 8 100.00

Note: % is the valid percentage reported in MAXQDA, which is the percentage of documents 
where the code occurred where there was a response to the question, which is noted in the 
number of responses.  Note that most “C”, “D”, and “F” related parent code responses were 
cited as weak or absent.
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Excellent “A” military development grade
As seen in Table 2, for those that responded (n = 23) to 
the influence of  awarding an MD grade of  “A” when ana-
lyzed with the codes developed for the MD grade-spe-
cific questions, responsible and dependable (69.6%), 
social skills, such as relationship/personality (69.6%), 
effort/motivation (56.5%) were the top three themes 
that arose. 

Average “B” military development grade
Effort/motivation (75.0%) stood out from other 
themes within the influence of  an MD grade of 
“B” of  those that responded (n = 24) and was the 
only theme that emerged from at least half  of  the 
respondents. 

Below average “C” military development grade
For those who responded (n = 20), themes influenced 
by an MD grade of  “C” were less frequent than “A” or 
“B” grades and given either in a negative context or 
in the absence of  the behavior. The most frequently 
mentioned theme was (poor) relationship/personality 
(50.0%), with no other theme identified within at least 
half  of  the respondents. 

Poor “D” or “F” military development grade
Like the “C” MD grade responses, there were not many 
mentions of  “Ds” or “Fs” in responses and those themes 
that emerged were negative. However, the theme 
identified by more than half  of  the respondents was 
(poor) relationship/personality (57.1%).

How Do Leaders Differentiate the Performance of 
Their Subordinate Leaders?
The themes of  the interviewees’ (n = 25) responses to 
questions about how they evaluated subordinate leaders 
across the range of  possible ratings were grouped into 
five themes. To represent the average likelihood of  inter-
viewees referencing that theme when describing a highly 
rated (“A” or “B”) or lower performing (grades “C,” “D,” 
or “F”) cadet, we created the variable “Rating Factor” 

(RF), calculated by adding the percentage of  interviewees 
who said that the presence of  that factor leads to high 
rating to the percentage of  interviewees who said the 
absence of  that factor leads to low rating, divided by two. 
These themes and their corresponding RFs include the 
ratees’ relationship/personality (RF = 56.2%), effort/
motivation (RF = 43.2%) dependability (RF = 39.8%), 
developing others (RF =  28.7%), and adherence to pro-
fessional norms (RF = 22.5%). Notably, the only influ-
ence (i.e., leadership-related) factor in the top five is 
“developing others,” coming in as the fourth priority.

Military-Grade Stickiness
Participants were asked whether cadets are able to move 
their MD grades up or down over time (n = 23) or were 
their current MD grades dependent on previous ones 
(i.e., were they “sticky”). The majority responded that 
they believe that the MD grade is sticky (91.3%) and 
many cited that initial impressions play a role in that 
stickiness (42.9%).

As a note, in our analysis, we did not see differences 
in the responses of  our two freshmen (future leaders) 
from the responses of  our 10 upper-class cadets (current 
leaders) nor did we see significant differences between 
our tactical officers and cadets. Therefore, we did not 
include that further in this project.

Discussion
This research supports the presence of  what we call the 
LRG, the unexpected difference between how super-
visors (raters) describe great leadership (i.e., primarily 
influence behaviors) and how they actually rate their 
subordinate leaders (i.e., primarily individual perfor-
mance). Further, it presents the criteria that raters, 
perhaps unconsciously, use to formally evaluate their 
subordinate leaders. In order of  most influential to 
least so, these include the raters’ perceptions of  their 
ratees’ 1) relationship/personality, 2) effort & motiva-
tion, 3) dependability, 4) focus on developing others, 
and 5) adherence to professional norms. 



THE LEADER RATING GAP

9RESEARCH

Since almost all leaders are both followers and lead-
ers, it is possible that raters’ expectations of  their sub-
ordinates’ ratio of  influence-behaviors to individual 
performance change over time. For example, a USMA 
cadet team leader is typically a 19-year-old sophomore 
who supervises either one or two 18-year-old freshmen 
cadets, while a regimental commander is typically a 21 
year-old senior, has had at least two additional years of 
leadership experience, and supervises 1,100 other cadets 
from all four classes. Perhaps, on average, raters’ expecta-
tions of  team leaders are appropriately weighted toward 
individual performance, whereas raters’ expectations 
of  regimental commanders are more weighted toward 
their influence behaviors.

Yet, overall, this paper’s findings can be discouraging 
for an organization’s leadership presence and quality. 
Even though most organizations have many supervi-
sory positions, since the LRG may predict that leaders 
will be rated according to their individual performance, 
these same leaders are less incentivized to supervise and 
develop their subordinates. The research also showed 
how job ratings are “sticky” in that previous high per-
formers are potentially unfairly bolstered in future job 
ratings. Similarly, previous low performers may have dif-
ficulty increasing their ratings in proportion to greater 
performance. Considering these initial findings, we 
offer several recommendations.

First, to incentivize leaders to spend their limited 
resources influencing others, organizations should (re)
define their formal leader job evaluation criteria to 
prioritize influence behaviors over individual perfor-
mance behaviors. These organizations will likely need 
to determine what right looks like and establish some 
oversight/control to encourage rater adherence to the 
formal criteria, as old habits often die hard. 

Second, organizations should deliberately educate 
their leaders on their likelihood of  having cognitive 
biases, including the propensity for them to reward their 

subordinate leaders’ individual performance over their 
influence behaviors, the propensity to value the ratee’s 
relationship/personality (i.e., social skills) over both the 
ratee’s effort and dependability, and the assumption that 
the ratee’s current performance is likely similar to their 
performance during previous rating periods. Following 
the protocol of  the U.S. Army’s new command assess-
ment programs, organizations could ensure to conduct 
a centralized rater calibration exercise prior to the start 
of  a significant evaluation rating period (such as the end 
of  the calendar year) while also holding brief  anti-bias 
refresher training for raters each morning during that 
period (Spain, 2020).

Third, to build confidence in their organization’s rat-
ing system, senior leaders should consistently and regu-
larly assess it, including annually presenting a report on 
it to their leaders at all levels. This report should address 
whether the behaviors measured in their current leader 
rating system predict leader success, subordinate per-
formance, and organizational outcomes in the short-, 
medium-, and long-term future. The information, orga-
nizational humility, and transparency communicated by 
this annual report can build leaders’ confidence in their 
organization and its rating system.

Fourth, many organizations can struggle to decide 
what criteria to prioritize when choosing which leaders 
to select for promotion. Individual performance, such 
as technical skills in structuring complex financial prod-
ucts or maintaining a fleet of  military helicopters, can 
be enormously valuable for an organization. Acknowl-
edging that all talented employees are not capable of  or 
interested in being effective supervisors, organizations 
may need some members of  its talent pipeline to focus 
on technical knowledge (and individual performance). 
In contrast, organizations may need other members to 
focus on developing others (and group performance). 
Therefore, organizations should consider building 
separate but similarly attractive career paths for lead-
er-track and technical-track employees. This would be a 
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significant change for the U.S. military and other orga-
nizations who currently expect almost all of  their senior 
employees to supervise others. 

Finally, there likely is validity to wanting individ-
ual performance behaviors in subordinate leaders, 
especially since leaders’ example alone can create pos-
itive motivation in followers. Perhaps organizations 
now emphasize a particular definition of  great lead-
ership that is too narrowly focused on influencing 
others, whereas a better definition of  great leadership 
may also require both social skills and individual per-
formance skills. 

Limitations and Future Research
Although this study addresses ratings of  subordinate 
leaders from multiple perspectives, the sample was 
selected based on convenience (USMA.) Additionally, 
while this study was exploratory in nature, the small 
sample size limits the generalizability to the operational 
Army or for civilian institutions. Also, the data are just 
over 10 years old, so adding and analyzing additional 
interviews could add validity to findings.

Another potential limitation is that the ratings stud-
ied are based on a forced distribution system, which 
means that leaders are constrained in the range of  rat-
ings they can give. This constraint may result in individ-
ual attributes/accomplishments becoming more salient 
when deciding who will achieve high ratings. Thus, 
there are potential disconnects between what attri-
butes/accomplishments leaders say are important and 
what attributes/accomplishments they actually reward 
when rating current and future leaders.

Additionally, there are very different expectations 
of  subordinate leaders who lead small groups (e.g., one 
to eight people, such as USMA team or squad leaders) 
than subordinate leaders who lead larger groups (e.g., 30 
to 1,100 people, such as USMA platoon leaders or reg-
imental commanders). Therefore, future research might 

focus on unpacking those differences and whether it is 
worrisome.

Though some civilian organizations also use a forced 
distribution rating system, future research, includ-
ing replication with a more representative sample, is 
suggested to understand if  a similar leader rating gap 
exists for civilian employees (Rainford, 2023; Wil-
liams et al., 2021). Also, using a larger sample that 
includes quantitative measures in addition to qualitative 
measures would provide a more comprehensive exam-
ination and understanding of  leader ratings.
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