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Intensity and Gender of Leader and
Observer Affect Perceptions of
Leadership Effectiveness and Status
Conferral
Dongwon Yun, Heajung Jung* and Kelly Ashihara

School of Business, Konkuk University, Seoul, South Korea

While significant organizational research evaluates effective leadership traits and
decades of psychological research have investigated emotion, there is a lack of
consensus in organizational behavior research related to whether emotion expressed
by a leader elicits positive or negative outcomes. We seek to augment existing research
by exploring the effect of three dimensions, namely, the intensity of anger expressed,
the gender of the leader, and the gender of the observer on perceptions of leadership
effectiveness and future status conferral. In Study 1, we recruited 40 participants
from a well-known U.S. university to select appropriate terms attributable to intense,
moderate, and neutral levels of anger expression. In Study 2, we recruited a diverse
pool of 296 participants and employed a quasi-experimental method by randomly
assigning participants into one of the six conditions created by three levels of anger
expression intensity and the leader gender. Participants were asked to read a vignette
in which a male or a female leader responds to an anger-provoking situation with
different levels of anger expression and evaluate the leader on perceived leadership
effectiveness and future status conferral. Our study findings demonstrated that a
leader demonstrating no anger was perceived higher in leadership effectiveness than
a leader showing either moderate or intense anger. Juxtaposed to these results, for
future status conferral, a leader expressing no anger was perceived as higher in future
status than a leader expressing moderate anger without significant difference found
between no anger and intense anger. We also found a significant main effect of observer
gender with female participants giving lower ratings for leadership effectiveness and
status conferral than male participants. Possible explanations and practical implications
regarding gender-specific findings are discussed.
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Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 July 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 12375

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01237
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01237
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01237&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-07-03
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01237/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/828153/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/730527/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/935791/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-01237 July 1, 2020 Time: 18:37 # 2

Yun et al. Anger Intensity

INTRODUCTION

On the current world stage, we see authoritative leaders
displaying anger as a means to assert power and dominance.
While some question the appropriateness of anger and
underlying motives, others unwittingly accept and acknowledge
such expression as synonymous of power. Recently, U.S.
presidential candidate Senator Elizabeth Warren said “I am
angry and I own it” and was quoted as saying “We
are told that women are not allowed to be angry. It
makes us unattractive to powerful men who want us to be
quiet.” Likewise, in the 2008 presidential race, Secretary of
State Hilary Clinton and Carly Fiorina were criticized for
their temperaments. But are these female leaders any more
intense than their male counterparts such as Bill Gates,
Steve Jobs, Jeff Bezos, or Elon Musk who are known to be
visionary geniuses that demonstrate effective leadership and
are granted unequivocal status? Though with arguably varying
degrees of leadership effectiveness, concurrent political leaders
and corporate leaders are known for, among other things,
their temperament.

Based on emotional intelligence research (Goleman, 1998), the
ability to manage emotions and control impulses is a decisive
life skill. Within leadership studies, transformational leaders are
known to effectively use emotion to communicate their vision
and to motivate followers (Conger and Kanungo, 1987). Likewise,
critical leaders with volatile personality are cited as often
having a significant negative impact on attitudinal, cognitive,
and behavioral performance outcomes in their organizations
(Barsade et al., 2018). Consistently, leader disposition and display
of emotion are known to considerably impact subordinates
who observe and interact with the leader (Yukl, 2005; Titrek
et al., 2014). In this context, anger expression by leaders can
be known to be emotionally contagious that can set off a
process that influences the emotions of others and contributes to
organizational norms and culture (Barsade, 2002).

We seek to clarify how leader anger expression in a situational
response influences the perceptions of leader effectiveness and
conferral of future status. Along these lines, research on leader
anger display and leadership perception indicates that leaders
who display anger are seen as less effective than leaders who
display no anger (Rafaeli and Sutton, 1987; Lewis, 2000) and
that the expression of anger is often associated with negative
outcomes (Barsade, 2002; Dunn and Schweitzer, 2005; Gino
and Schweitzer, 2008). In contrast, considerable research finds
that anger display also can be associated with higher status
than neutrally tempered leaders (Huy, 1999; Tiedens et al.,
2000; Lerner and Tiedens, 2006). Considering contradictory
findings related to expression of anger negatively impacting
perception of leadership effectiveness but positively conferring
status, we are left with another question: in the same hypothetical
situation, would leader display of anger in response to a
particular situation affect perceptions of leadership effectiveness
and conferral of status similarly? Although numerous studies
consider either leadership effectiveness or status conferral,
few studies compare and contrast whether response to the
same situation may evoke similar or contrasting responses

in terms of leadership and status. Side-by-side comparison
enables us to examine these two aspects of leader perception,
which provides clarity related to any similarities or differences
in outcomes.

In addressing this question, we first opted to explore more
subtle dimensions embedded in anger expression. In previous
studies (Tiedens, 2001; Brescoll and Uhlmann, 2008), anger
as a high-power emotion is compared to sadness as a low-
power emotion. In other research, we see the categorization of
expression as either “angry” or “not angry,” a distinction that
is rather black-or-white, and this somewhat binary approach
neglects one important factor, expression intensity. We ask
whether the appropriateness of anger display might be related to
the way anger is expressed. How would a leader showing anger
intensely be perceived compared to a leader showing anger in a
more controlled manner? We believe that consideration of the
dimension of intensity will elicit understanding about the effect of
leader anger expression on our dependent variables, perceptions
of leadership effectiveness, and future status.

Next, we consider the dimension of leader gender and assess
whether the gender plays a significant role in findings. Anger
is a gendered emotion, and gender studies often find that
female leaders who show masculine characteristics such as being
assertive, aggressive, and competitive face social sanctions such as
being less liked or seen less capable (Watson and Hoffman, 2004;
Moss-Racusin and Rudman, 2010; Elsesser and Lever, 2011).
Specifying the gender may offer insights into female leadership
and organizational behavior as there is still lack of research
related to female leadership and understanding of bias that may
affect promotion of educated women and difficult-to-discern
factors that hinder their attempts to ascend to upper echelons
of leadership (Ashihara et al., 2019). In other words, we ask
whether a female leader expressing anger is perceived as equally
effective and conferred the same unequivocal status as her male
equivalent and whether that result varies with the intensity of her
anger expression.

Lastly, we examine the gender of observer as a third
dimension to consider. Women in high rank are known to suffer
from the discrepancy between socially imposed gender norms
and managerial expectation of demonstrating rather masculine
leadership qualities. In terms of organizational behavior, we think
it is fascinating to try to unveil how perceptions of male observers
may differ from female observers related to male and female
leaders. For instance, are women likely to punish an angry male
leader as such display accentuates gender differences and innate
physical differences that may instill fear in women? When a
female leader responds with anger, which is considered as gender-
deviant behavior, are they viewed differently by male and female
observers who are subject to their own predisposed views on
gender?

In summary, the aim of this research is to explore somewhat
paradoxical research findings related to whether leader display
of anger similarly affects leadership effectiveness and status
conferral. We specified the intensity of expressed emotion and
manipulated the degree of anger expression by using preselected
terms to create intense, moderate, and neutral anger conditions.
In a hypothetical vignette, we then examine how different levels of
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leader anger expression affect observer perceptions of leadership
effectiveness and future status conferral. Next, we considered
the possible effect of the leader gender and examined the role
of observer gender as men and women are likely to perceive
leader behavior differently depending on their innately gendered
perspective and embedded norms that may subjectively affect
their evaluation.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

Clarifying the Fuzziness of Anger
Expression
While emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness are clearly felt
by the individual experiencing the emotion, specific definitions
related to the facial expressions, vocal expression, and actions are
“fuzzy” sets (Russell, 1980; Shaver et al., 1987). While English
speakers around the world may easily categorize differences
between emotions such as happy, sad, fear, and anger, one step
beyond creates a lack of clarity related to how intensity can and
should be measured.

Emotions elicit our intuition to take actions (Frijda et al.,
1989). For example, while an individual experiencing fear may
flee from danger and seek refuge, the sad person may become
withdrawn and focus inwardly on their own state of emotion. The
angry person, in contrast, becomes stronger and more energized
and seeks to move against and rectify the injustice – to reassert
their power or status and restore their version of the state of
affairs (Shaver et al., 1987; Jung and Young, 2019). In these
actions, the person expressing anger may respond in an outraged
posture and communicate their anger verbally in a loud voice
by yelling, screaming, shouting, and snapping at another party
and exhibit non-verbal cues through body expression such as
stomping, stalking, or striding. Facially, the angry individual
is likely to scowl, glare, stare down, and frown with physical
signs of being flush or heated with anger. Shaver et al. (1987)
used a prototype model to categorize emotions of fear, sadness,
anger, joy, and love.

Prior research on interpersonal effects of emotion primarily
focuses on negative emotions (e.g., anger, fear, and anxiety).
In particular, anger was one of the most frequently studied
emotions (Van Kleef and Côté, 2007; O’Neill et al., 2009; Geddes
et al., 2020), as anger is more expressive and easier to observe
with concurrent display of distinct and unmistakable expressions
such as lowered eyebrows, flared nostrils, and a loud voice
(Ekman, 1984). In attempt to integrate a new dimension of
intensity, it is first important to clarify term usage categorization
for anger expression. The primary objective of our study is to
identify terms to differentiate intense, moderate, and neutral
expressions of anger.

Anger Expression in Relation to
Leadership Perception and Status
Conferral
Leadership is traditionally seen as a distinctly interpersonal
phenomenon demonstrated in the interactions between leaders
and subordinates. In an organizational context, leadership is
often viewed in terms of one’s ability to respond appropriately.

Traits of an effective leader include self-confidence, integrity,
intelligence, and a sense of humor (Kenny and Zaccaro,
1983) as well as appropriate expression and emotional balance
and control (Bass, 1990). One’s ability to manage their own
emotions contributes to their ability to handle the needs of
employees and effectively motivate them (Cooper and Sawaf,
1997; Goleman, 1998; Ryback, 1998). From a leader’s perspective,
organizational constituencies and stakeholders pose significant
potential restrictions. At this juncture, we see an intersection
between leadership effectiveness and status conferral.

Scholars in sociology, social psychology, and anthropology
have long documented that status orderings among individuals
and groups emerge naturally in all social contexts (Homans,
1950; Goffman, 1957; Blau, 1964; Frank, 1985; Eagly, 1997;
Brewer and Brown, 1998; Chen et al., 2003; Sidanius and
Pratto, 2003). Indeed, status is a fundamental determinant of
social behavior in interpersonal, intra-group, and inter-group
dynamics. Demographic characteristics such as race, age, and
gender (Berger et al., 1972) also influence status due to their
impact on perceived competence (Li et al., 2016). In business
organizations, promotion and compensation confer status; in
democracies, votes confer status. Regardless of the context,
there is emerging consensus that regardless of whether status is
achieved or ascribed, it is voluntarily conferred and, thus, resides
in the eyes of those conferring it (Ridgeway and Erickson, 2000;
Magee and Galinsky, 2008; Chen et al., 2012). Important to note is
that in contrast to leadership effectiveness, status follows from the
reality that it may be conferred based on perceived or expected –
and not on actual or demonstrated – competence (Fragale, 2006).

While leadership theory addresses effective and ineffective
traits and behaviors and status theory looks at the social process
of status conferral, such literature typically does not examine
the role of emotional expression. In other words, there is
often a lack of clarity as to whether the emotional display
of anger is viewed positively, thereby considered as trusted
and construing benefit to the expressor or viewed negatively,
indicating disagreement with the leader’s response and evaluation
of anger as inappropriate. Existing research provides somewhat
conflicting answers to this question.

First, a significant proportion of research on personal
attributes of leaders explains some variance as to whether a
person emerges as a leader and acquires the necessary skills
to be effective (Kirkpatick and Locke, 1991). In the role
of CEO, anger can be associated with effective leadership
when expression is either linked with promise and reward
for good performance or threat and discipline for poor
performance (Bass, 1990). Anger, even strong anger, can be
defined in terms of consequences of goal-directed behaviors
and may be warranted when output is critical; a deadline
exists; resources are limited; or ethical or moral values are
at stake (Keltner and Haidt, 1999). Likewise, anger may
have a distinct role in supervisor–subordinate relations. In
fulfilling their oversight responsibilities, supervisors may be
motivated to display anger to express disapproval of subordinate
performance or direct attention to the importance of a task.
When followers observe and experience emotional expression
of a leader, they may cognitively process and, by empathizing,
also come to mimic the emotion (Hatfield et al., 1994; Lewis,
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2000). The process of emotional influence is known as
emotional contagion (Schoenewolf, 1990; Van Kleef et al.,
2010; Schwarzmüller et al., 2018).

In the context of leadership and organizational behavior,
anger expression can have a significant negative impact on
a variety of attitudinal, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes
(Barsade et al., 2018). Anger has been associated with increased
tendencies for aggression (Neuman and Baron, 1998) and with
performance outcomes such as a leader’s failure to establish
strong relationships and sense of trust with team members (Jones
and George, 1998; Aquino et al., 2001; Tripp, 2001), decreased
group productivity (Jehn, 1995), and lower individual and group
task/job performance (Van Kleef et al., 2010). If connected to
poor judgment, anger expression may also be viewed as acting
outside of leader role norms (Rafaeli and Sutton, 1987), which
leads to lower ratings of effectiveness than a neutrally tempered
leader (Glomb and Hulin, 1997; Lewis, 2000).

Second, while perception of leadership effectiveness
is connected to evaluation of a situation and judgment
related to the appropriateness of the leader response to the
evoking circumstance, status conferral is linked to inferences
of future status with psychological processing relating to
diagnostic inference. In a study on the relationship between
anger expression and status conferral, Tiedens et al. (2000)
hypothesized that the way in which a person communicates
and expresses emotion confers social status. In their study, they
found that when people read a description of two individuals
feeling angry or sad/guilty in the presence of a negative event,
they inferred the angry person to be of higher status than the
sad or guilty person. In addition to inferring status, people
also accorded status in rank and monetary reward according to
the emotions displayed. In an experiment, MBA students who
played a role of job interviewer accorded more power/status
and higher salary to the interviewee who reported anger about
a negative event than one who reported sadness or guilt.
Moreover, situational studies indicate that display of anger
can signal competency and serve as a means of influence to
gain legitimacy from others and authority through validity
of reasoning (Shields, 2002, 2005). As organizations are often
competitive environments with individual employees vying
for airtime and recognition, expressing anger can be a means
to gain authenticity and, if evaluated as appropriate in degree
and expression, can confer benefit and demonstrate authority
associated with leadership and promotion.

By connecting these two dependent variables with anger
expression in the same hypothetical situation, we seek to
clarify whether there are indeed paradoxical findings related to
whether a leader showing anger is negatively perceived in terms
of leadership effectiveness but positively benefits in terms of
status conferral.

Dimension 1: Anger Expression Intensity
Significant research at the cross section of leadership and
emotion display in general and anger in particular looks
at anger display as both binary – anger or no anger or
in comparison to other emotions such as sadness which is
categorized as more feminine interpersonal emotions (Kelly and

Hutson-Comeaux, 1999, 2000). In response to this conundrum,
rather than comparing two different emotions such as sadness
and anger or comparing anger with no anger, we posit
that it may be worthwhile to exclusively focus on anger
and look at whether inconsistent findings from studies on
leadership perception and status conferral be attributed to the
negligence of intensity.

For instance, Tiedens (2000) study found that when people
read a description of two individuals feeling angry or sad/guilty
in the presence of a negative event, they inferred the angry
person to be of higher status. Other studies use one anger
expression condition which is conveyed through voice tone, facial
expression, demeanor, and gesture. In other words, one anger
intensity level is compared with a neutral expression condition
(Glomb and Hulin, 1997; Tiedens et al., 2000). In this setting,
while there is a combination of cues that confirm the anger
intensity level, neither the degree of the anger expressed nor
the degree to which perception related to anger were measured.
If observers perceived the expressed anger to be too intense,
their preference for neutral expression could stem from their
perception that anger expression was inappropriate in intensity
rather than the expression of anger in and of itself.

Our emphasis on the intensity factor is supported by the
“Dual-Threshold Model of Anger in Organizations” proposed
by Geddes and Callister (2007). In this model, the authors
argued that anger expression can be divided into three
categories of suppressed anger, expressed anger, and deviant
anger according to whether it crosses either the expression
threshold or impropriety threshold set up by organizational
norms. In other words, when anger is not displayed at all, it
falls into suppressed anger category. Once anger is displayed,
the expression threshold is crossed. At that time, should there
be violation of implicit standards for acceptable expression, the
anger becomes “deviant anger” and it crosses the impropriety
threshold; otherwise, it remains categorized as “expressed anger.”
Geddes and Callister (2007) maintain that suppressed and
deviant anger lead to more negative outcomes, while expressed
anger is more likely to lead to positive outcomes. Suppressed
anger can be destructive in that it prevents existing anger-
provoking problems from being communicated and addressed.
Deviant anger is detrimental to the organizational harmony in
that it violates the social norm around anger expression by
infusing hostility and anxiety into the organizational atmosphere.
However, anger expressed within the zone between the two
thresholds is referred to as in the “zone of expressive tolerance”
and seen as accepted by observers and appropriate and value
added in the problem-solving process. Since the outcomes
discussed by Geddes and Callister (2007) are macro-level
and more related to group problem solving than individual
gains, we undertook a study to fill a void in empirical
research by exploring how expression of anger in different
intensity levels impacts perceived leadership effectiveness and
status conferral.

Hypothesis 1: Perceptions of leadership effectiveness
will differ according to the intensity of the leader’s
anger expression.
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Hypothesis 2: Future status conferral will differ according
to the intensity of the leader’s anger expression.

Dimension 2: Leader Gender
One of the distinctive characteristics of humans as beings is the
capacity to be self-reflective and aware. As emotional beings, our
response to a given situation can be judged as either functional
or dysfunctional according to the circumstance. Related thereto
is the question of perception. Does a leader’s expression of
emotion conform to social norms, and as such, is the expression
perceived as an appropriate response proportional to the evoking
circumstance? Or is the leader’s expressed emotion contrary
to social norms and perceived as an inappropriate emotional
response or reaction to the situation?

Research related to topics of social appropriateness and
display rules often focuses on tacit social rules directing the
timing, degree, and way in which emotions should be expressed,
emphasizing the importance of regulating emotional expression
as a proxy for positive social interaction outcomes (Saarni, 1999;
Diefendorff et al., 2005). Emotional display rules refer to the
regulation of expressing appropriate emotions in the workplace
(Ekman, 1973). Research indicates that leaders whose behavior
and attitudes match leadership prototypes are perceived more
positively than leaders whose behaviors and attitudes do not
(Lord et al., 1984). The degree of appropriateness is linked to the
idea that gender stereotypes are composed of traits that are high
and low in social desirability with (Prentice and Carranza, 2002)
characteristics such as “happy” and “sad” categorized as more
feminine interpersonal emotions and anger as more masculine
and with lower general desirability (Kelly and Hutson-Comeaux,
1999, 2000).

A fundamental question is whether gender norms of behavior
affect whether the expression of a given emotion is seen as
an appropriate or inappropriate response. Reconciliation of this
question is fundamental to evaluation of emotional expression
and, in turn, is related to the external evaluation of the leader
and whether, in the case of our hypotheses, anger display is
perceived as effective leadership and confers future status. The
interpersonal aspect of emotion (Shields, 2002) is related to
whether an individual is able to manage and control their
emotion and thereby perceived as rational and self-controlled,
which in turn increases the likelihood that the individual will be
trusted. If categorized as “expressed anger” or within the zone
of expressive tolerance, anger is more likely to be perceived as
an appropriate in response and hence more authentic leadership.
How others view the behavior and their perception as to whether
the expressed emotion is legitimate can influence their conferral
of future status and perceptions of leadership.

According to the social role theory (Eagly et al., 2000), female
managers suffer from the gap between gender stereotypes and
managerial expectations. While gender norms indicate that it
is desirable for women to be sensitive and caring, those two
qualities are less relevant with good leadership skills (Eagly and
Carli, 2003). A leader is expected to be strong, result-oriented,
and willing to take risks (Stoker et al., 2012). Thus, female
leaders experience the incongruity between gender norms and
expectations as a manager (Stuhlmacher and Poitras, 2010),

accordingly given evidence of both descriptive and prescriptive
biases associated with leader gender, for female leaders to be
perceived as effective they should demonstrate both sensitivity
and strength while male leaders only needed to demonstrate
strength (Johnson et al., 2008).

In recent studies, since anger and pride are emotions that men
express more than women (Plant et al., 2000), the origin of the
anger expressed by women is seen as more internal (e.g., “she is
an angry person” and “she is out of control”) than external (e.g.,
“the situation is frustrating”). Thus, according to Brescoll and
Uhlmann (2008), for the same situation, the male anger display
was viewed as a response to objective, external circumstances
and female anger display more a product of her personality,
which helps explain lower status conferral. As a result, anger
display by a female professional may imply she is less competent.
These results imply a bias and support the general principle
that under the same objective circumstance, gender-incongruent
leaders are seen less effective and awarded lower status than
gender-congruent leaders.

This connects with our research question: how a female leader
who displays anger, a masculine emotion, and acts outside of
gendered emotional norms is perceived vs. a male leader who
expresses the same emotion and is more in line with gendered
emotion norms. In tandem is the quest to understand how the
intensity of anger expressed interacts with gender norms. This
brings us back to our research topic of how intensity of anger
expressed and gender of expressor affect perception of leadership
and status conferral and whether female leaders who display
anger and act outside of gendered norms are effectively punished
with lower leadership evaluations. In other words, is intense
anger construed differently for male leaders and female leaders?

Hypothesis 3: The effect of leader anger expression
intensity on perceived leadership effectiveness will differ
according to the gender of the leader.

Hypothesis 4: The effect of leader anger expression
intensity on future status conferral will differ according to
the gender of the leader.

Dimension 3: Observer Gender
In addition to evaluating the leader gender effect, given that men
and women are often described as innately different on the DNA
level and the compounding factors of socialization from micro-
units of the family to macro levels of society, the reality is that
while over 50 percent of the workforce is women, men hold
almost two-thirds of management positions, and as of December
2019, women leaders held CEO positions in only 5.8% Fortune
500 companies (Catalyst, 2020). There may be more women in
the corner office today than a decade ago, but the gender gap
is still very real at the top of the corporate ladder. In attempt
to try to identify some factors, we consider the dimension of
the observer gender and how it interacts with anger intensity,
leader gender, and perceptions of leadership and status. After
all, since ultimately women are in real life employees aspiring
for leadership positions, how women evaluate male and female
leaders may be indicative of the psychological inhibitions they
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themselves feel and that may later affect their choice to stay the
course and “lean in” (Sandberg, 2013) or opt out of the workforce.

In seeking to ascend, women should embrace masculine
competencies in order to be perceived as qualified for high-
status roles such as leaders; on the other hand, when they
do so they risk penalties. In other words, perceivers receive
psychological rewards for preserving display rules. Accordingly,
there are consequences for gender deviants (Bartol and
Butterfield, 1976; Derlega and Chaikin, 1976) who step outside
of gender norms (Cialdini and Trost, 1998). Such implies
that observers would penalize female atypical behavior (Eagly
et al., 1992). While a recent McKinsey study indicated that
the stressful demands of work lead women to feel isolated
and feel like an “only” as such, and only are more likely
to have their ideas challenged, be subject to demeaning
remarks, and be sexually harassed resulting in above average
exit rates (Kirvkovich et al., 2018), expression of anger may
likely exacerbate that already acute sense of isolation and lead
women to act in line with in-group norms (Ashihara et al.,
2019). In other words, violation of gender norms or gender
deviance prevents men and women from expressing their full
human capacities without incurring social and economic costs
(Rudman and Fairchild, 2004).

To be more specific, we can view the effect of observer gender
on their perception of the leader from two different perspectives
which are the characteristics of observer gender itself and the
match between observer gender and leader gender. It was found
that women can be more susceptible and more easily affected by
interpersonal mistreatment at workplace than men (Montgomery
et al., 2004; Escartin et al., 2011), and this finding indicates that
female observers would be more affected by a leader displaying
strong anger and likely to evaluate the leader more negatively
than male observers. On the other hand, partly based on the
similarity/attribution theory by Byrne (1971), since people are
more attracted to and tend to develop a more favorable attitude
toward individuals who are similar to themselves, there may
be a tendency to accord favorable evaluation to a leader of
the same gender.

In summary, while we examine whether a female leader is
perceived as more effective when she stays calm than when she
expresses anger, we also wonder whether women who express
anger will be viewed similarly by male and female observers.
As Senator Elizabeth Warren posited, do men punish powerful
women who are angry, or, aligning with Kelley (1967, 1973),
do women observers punish angry women leaders as behaviors
are different from gender norms? An equally interesting and
relevant question is whether women evaluate angry male leaders
significantly lower than male observers as the physical power
may create aversion for display of intimidating emotion that
accentuates innate gender differences.

Hypothesis 5: The effect of anger expression intensity and
leader gender on perceived leadership effectiveness will differ
according to the gender of the observer.

Hypothesis 6: The effect of anger expression intensity and
leader gender on future status conferral will differ according
to the gender of the observer.

RESEARCH OVERVIEW

To address how intensity of anger expressed and gender of leader
affect perception of leadership and status conferral, we used a
vignette method to expose participants to a situation where anger
is expressed (or not) and asked participants to evaluate leadership
effectiveness and status conferral of the leader. While in reality
the intensity of anger expression is highly variable, we used a
hypothetical situation in an attempt to isolate and quantify the
effects of our independent variables – anger expressed intense,
moderate, or not at all and gender of the leader and gender
of the observer.

Study 1 is a preliminary study which intends to find
the most appropriate and representative words for describing
three intensity levels of anger expression. In Study 1, we
listed terms in categories as they related to general emotions,
facial emotions, vocal expressions, and physical expressions.
Study 2 investigates participant responses related to leadership
perception and status conferral according to different levels
of anger expression intensity as described by words selected
in Study 1 and how the leader gender and observer gender
may affect the perceptions of leadership effectiveness and
status conferral differently. In addition to adding depth to
the binary use of anger and no anger, this study seeks to
bridge studies in psychology and sociology with organizational
behavior in terms of how affective stimuli such as anger
may lead to outcomes of attitude or are related to behavior
and performance.

Study 1: Selection of Terms Expressing
Levels of Anger Intensity
Study 1 builds upon the prototype approach and category
system of Shaver et al. (1987) to select generic emotional
terms, facial expression terms, vocal expression terms, and
physical expression terms. To clarify “fuzziness” in term meaning
and best select the terms used in the main study related to
the specific categories of expression, we first collected terms
describing anger experience and expression. We then proceeded
to select terms to describe three different intensity levels
of anger expression – intense, moderate, and no anger. To
compensate for some of the limitations innate to a hypothetical
vignette, we included four categories with a total of twenty-
seven terms (see Table 1). The breadth of terms allowed us to
provide more complete and realistic descriptions of an individual
expressing emotion. We then tested terms to determine the
appropriateness of intensity level. In narrowing down the
selection, we considered means, variance, and range as well as
other elements such as familiarity and clarity. The extent to which
they were correlated with anger expression is in line with English
dictionary definitions and according to common usage of the
vocabulary tested.

Participants and Procedure
Forty students and staff (15 males, 25 females) in a well-known
public U.S. university on the west coast participated in this study
as part of an experiment session run by a behavioral lab in the
school of management. Students were recruited from a behavioral
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics for anger intensity terms by category (Study 1).

Expression Category Anger terms Mean Rank by mean Variance Min Max Selection category

Generic emotional terms Outraged 9.78 1 1.69 4 11

Furious 9.68 2 1.35 6 11 Intense term

Infuriated 9.05 3 2.31 1 11

Rageful 8.75 4 1.9 4 11

Irate 7.78 5 2.34 2 11

Angry 7.68 6 1.77 3 11

Mad 7.08 7 2.08 1 11

Resentful 6.35 8 2.57 2 11

Irritated 5.98 9 2.01 3 11

Annoyed 5.6 10 1.91 2 9 Moderate term

Perturbed 5.33 11 2.52 1 11

Grouchy 5.18 12 2.09 2 9

Facial expression terms Glare 7.48 1 2.44 1 11 Intense term

Look angrily at 7.28 2 2.45 2 11

Scowl 7.03 3 2.42 1 11

Glower 6.88 4 2.5 1 11

Stare down 6.75 5 2.77 1 11

Grimace 6.1 6 2.8 1 11

Frown 4.49 7 2.15 1 10 Moderate term

Vocal expression terms Yell 8.6 1 2.34 3 11 Intense term

Scream 8.53 2 2.24 3 11

Shout 8.15 3 2.28 4 11

Snap at 7.44 4 2.6 2 11 Moderate term

Screech 6.43 5 3.04 1 11

Physical expression terms Stomp 7.93 1 2.48 2 11 Intense term

Stalk 6.13 2 2.29 2 11 Moderate term

Stride 3.43 3 2.22 1 9

lab pool that consists of voluntary participants in behavioral
studies and were requested to come to the lab at their scheduled
time and participate in several studies. At the end of the session,
participants were given a short questionnaire asking them to rate
various emotional terms based on the anger intensity conveyed by
each term. Upon successful completion of the study, participants
were compensated with $3 credit on their school account for use
on campus. Mean age was 21.63 years (SD = 5.13, Minage = 18,
Maxage = 43).

Methods
To evaluate the appropriate selection of anger terms, all candidate
vocabulary terms were reviewed and evaluated by outside raters
on several dimensions such as frequency of use, familiarity,
clarity, and relevance to anger. In total, 27 anger relevant terms
were included in the questionnaire. The terms were divided into
four term categories: generic emotion, facial expression, vocal
expression, and physical expression.

As illustrated in Table 1: generic emotional terms category
included twelve anger terms: annoyed, furious, outraged,
resentful, angry, irritated, mad, infuriated, grouchy, rageful,
perturbed, and irate. Related to terms describing facial expression,

we assessed anger intensity for seven terms: frown, scowl, glare,
glower, look angrily at, grimace, and stare down. Vocal expression
terms category included four terms: yell, scream, snap at, shout,
and screech. Related to physical expression terms, we tested
terms stomp, stalk, and stride. Participants evaluated each term
on an eleven-point Likert scale and were asked to rate how
much anger the term conveys with “1” indicating no anger and
“11” extreme anger.

Results and Discussion
The means, variances, and maximum/minimum values of
intensity ratings for each anger term are summarized in Table 1.
Based on mean values, anger terms showing relatively higher
intensity ratings within the same category were classified as
candidate words for expression of intense anger, while terms
showing lower anger intensity ratings were classified as candidate
words for moderate anger expression.

Under the generic emotional term category, “furious” was
chosen as the term for intense anger. Furious ranked second
by mean, had the lowest variance, and the highest minimum
rating (6). Study 1 results are in line with Shaver et al., which
on two-dimensional coordinates placed furious as 6th out of
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twenty-nine, similar in intensity to terms of outrage, hostility, and
spite and slightly lower than exasperation and anger. In the facial
expression term category, we selected “glare” as the intense term
is it ranked first. We opted to include facial expressions related to
eye contact as eyes relay emotion. For vocal expression terms, we
selected “yell” as it ranked first in intensity. Under the physical
expression category, we selected “stomp” as our intense term.

For moderate terms, annoyed was selected as our moderate
term as it ranked 10th out of 12 terms with relatively low variance
of 1.91. Corroborating our findings, Shaver et al. (1987) ranked
annoyance as seventeen out of twenty-nine terms, similar in
intensity to irritation and aggravation and slightly less intense
than scorn and disgust. “Frown” was selected as our moderate
facial expression ranking last as an anger term. Shaver et al.
also gave “frowning not smiling” a coding reliability of 1.0.
For vocal expression terms, we selected “yell” as it ranked first
in intensity and “snap at” was selected which ranked 4th. For
physical expression, we selected “stride” as our moderate term.

As a result, one anger expression word for each category
was finally chosen as the representative term for intense and
moderate anger expression as shown in Table 1. For the intense
anger expression condition, furious (generic emotional term),
glare at (facial expression term), yell at (vocal expression term),
and stomp (bodily expression term) were chosen. For moderate
anger expression condition, annoyed (generic emotional term),
frown (facial expression term), snap at (vocal expression term),
and stride (bodily expression term) were chosen. In the study
of organizational behavior, we seek to clarify fuzziness in
terminology and add the dimension of intensity to binary studies
that only compare anger vs. no anger.

Study 2: Effects of Anger Expression
Intensity and Leader/Observer Gender
on Perception of Leadership
Effectiveness and Future Status
Conferral
This study explores how leader anger expression influences the
perception of leadership and status conferral. Participants read a
vignette describing an anger-provoking episode between a leader
and their assistant and provided their perception of the leader in
terms of leadership effectiveness and future status.

To manipulate anger expression intensity, three versions of
vignette were created using anger terms expressing intense,
moderate, and neutral levels of anger in accordance with Study 1.
We intend to investigate whether intensity and gender of leader
and observer affect leadership effectiveness and status conferral
similarly and how results parallel similar studies by Lewis (2000);
Lerner and Tiedens (2006), and Brescoll and Uhlmann (2008).
To test for any potential gender effect, two vignette versions were
introduced with the only difference being whether the depicted
leader was either male or female. Gender differences were
integrated as former studies yielded conflicting results depending
on the gender of the leader. For instance, according to Glomb and
Hulin (1997), angry female supervisors received higher ratings
than angry male supervisors, whereas according to Lewis (2000),
female leaders were evaluated to be less effective when displaying

anger compared to male leaders. On the other hand, in the study
by Tiedens (2000), the characters in the vignette were named as X
and Y without any gender information provided, so gender effect
was not integrated. Since women are usually expected to show
less anger than men due to their relationship-oriented tendency
(Timmers et al., 1998), since they are subject to social display
rules that tacitly direct their expression (Saarni, 1999; Diefendorff
et al., 2005), and since anger is seen as a more masculine emotion
(Prentice and Carranza, 2002), we predict that the effects of anger
expression intensity on leadership perception and status conferral
can differ according to the gender of the leader.

We also explored the effect of observer gender to understand
how gender and one’s own perceptions may impact their
evaluation of leader anger expression on the dependent variables,
leadership effectiveness and status conferral. Brescoll and
Uhlmann’s (2008) study indicated that female participants rated
angry leaders overall much lower than their male counterparts
with a much less pronounced difference for leaders expressing
no anger. Similarly, Kelley’s attribution model (Kelley, 1967,
1973) connects display rules with anger expression and linking
anger expressed by female leaders with internal causes, which
contribute to lower conferred status. As a result, professional
women may benefit from being “unemotional” so that they
are seen as rational (Albright, 2003). Similarly, Lewis (2000)
indicates significant differences between the way men and
women experience and express emotion and women leaders often
evaluated as less effective when exhibiting more masculine styles
(Eagly et al., 1992).

Participants and Procedure
Study 2 included 311 participants recruited via two different
routes. One-hundred-eleven undergraduate students and staff
from a well-known public US university were recruited from
the same management behavioral lab constituency as in Study
1 and received an e-mail link inviting them to the online study.
Participants were recruited and compensated with the cash
equivalence of $3 on their school account for use on campus upon
completion of the study as instructed. Since emotional terms may
have generational context and situational interpretation can vary
according to experience in the workplace and relative rank, we
recruited two hundred demographically diverse participants via
Amazon MTurk and paid $0.50 upon completion of the survey.
Non-native English speakers were precluded from participation
to ensure proper understanding of the scenario and intended
interpretation of the test terms. Among the respondents, twelve
people who failed to pass the attention filter and three people who
provided outlier responses were excluded, with 296 included in
our study analysis. The average age of participants was 27.28 years
(SD = 8.41, Minage = 18, Maxage = 68), and approximately 56.1
percent of participants were male (166 male, 130 female) coming
from a diverse set of ethnic backgrounds.

Methods and Measures
We adapted the vignette used in Tiedens et al. (2000) to create
three different versions that account for intense, moderate, and
no anger expression intensity levels (see Appendix A). The first
half of the revised versions that explain the anger-provoking
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scenario between leader X and assistant Y was almost identical
to the original vignette by Tiedens et al. (2000), while the latter
half that describes leader X’s behaviors was revised to include
variation in anger expression intensity displayed by the leader.
Each participant received a vignette with intense, moderate, or no
anger expression, which according to Study 1 results, integrated
emotional expression categories for generic, facial, vocal, and
physical expression of anger. In the no anger vignette version,
neutral words – calm, look, speak, and walk—were integrated to
express neutrally tempered emotion.

To examine the effect of leader gender, the leader was
addressed as either Mr. X or Ms. X. As a result, six vignettes –
2 (gender: male vs. female leader) × 3 (intense, moderate, and
no anger) – were created and randomly assigned to participants.
In other words, each vignette described either a male or
female leader showing intense, moderate, or neutral levels of
anger expression.

Perceived leadership effectiveness was measured by four items
developed by Hais et al. (1997), asking to what extent X has
qualities of good leadership, if these qualities match participant’s
image of a good leader, if X behaved as a leader should, and if X
would be an effective leader. Participants rated leader X on a 7-
point scale with 1 indicating “not at all” and 7 indicating “very
much.” Since the results for the questions measuring leadership
effectiveness were highly correlated (Cronbach α = 0.95), we
averaged all four item scores and calculated an average composite
score which we used in data analysis (see Appendix B).

Status conferral items were the same as in Tiedens (2001).
Among five items, one item asked participants to guess the
leader’s current hierarchical status and the other four items asked
participants to evaluate the future status, power, independence,
and rank of the leader based on an 11-point scale (1 = none,
11 = a great deal). The four items measuring the extent to which
participants confer future status to the leader in the vignette
showed good scale reliability (Cronbach α = 0.96) and were
averaged and used for analysis.1

Lastly, we included the question “how strong do you think Mr.
(Ms.) X showed his (her) anger?” 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely for
manipulation check and collected demographic information such
as gender, age, and ethnicity for further analysis.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation check
One-way ANOVA analysis on manipulation check item revealed
that there were significant condition differences in participant
perceptions of leader anger expression intensity, F(2,293) = 27.45,
p < 0.001. Planned contrast analysis showed that participants
in the no anger expression condition (M = 4.06, SD = 1.92)
perceived the intensity of anger expressed by the leader
significantly lower than those in the intense anger expression
condition [M = 5.6, SD = 1.38, t(194.20)

2 = 6.66, p < 0.001]

1For both leadership and status measure, we used the same original format as used
in prior studies (Hais et al., 1997; Tiedens et al., 2000), which explains why each
scale employed different Likert scales (7-point vs. 11-point).
2Levene’s tests for equality of variance were significant, which means the equality
of variance assumptions are not met. Thus, we report t-test statistics and df
offered in the case of “equal variance not assumed.” Please note that the main

and moderate anger expression condition [M = 5.32, SD = 1.35,
t(190.22) = 5.35, p < 0.001]. Although participants in intense
anger condition reported higher level of intensity in the anger
expressed by the leader than those in moderate anger condition,
the difference was not statistically significant.

Leadership effectiveness
To verify our hypothesis 1, 3, and 5, we conducted a 3
(intensity: intense, moderate, no anger) × 2 (leader gender:
male vs. female) × 2 (observer gender: male vs. female) three-
way ANOVA analysis with perceived leadership effectiveness. As
summarized in Table 2, the overall ANOVA results reported
significant main effects of anger intensity and observer gender.

First, the significant main effect of anger expression intensity
indicates that there are significant differences in the perception
of leadership effectiveness between three intensity conditions,
F(2,284) = 14.10, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.09, which supported
our first hypothesis that anger intensity will have a significant
effect on leadership perception. Post hoc comparison (Duncan’s
test, p < 0.05) revealed the difference lies between the no anger
expression condition (M = 4.92, SD = 1.44) and the other two
conditions, moderate anger expression condition (M = 3.55,
SD = 1.94) and intense anger expression condition (M = 3.89,
SD = 2.01). Given that there was no significant difference between
moderate and intense anger expression condition, our results
demonstrate that in an anger-provoking situation, a leader who
successfully controls emotional expression is perceived as a more
effective leader than a leader who expresses anger regardless of
the intensity of their anger expression.

Next, in analyzing observer gender, we found a significant
main effect of observer gender on leadership effectiveness
perception, F(1,284) = 17.77, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.059.
Regardless of the leader gender, male participants (M = 4.58,
SD = 1.81) rated the leader significantly higher in their leadership
effectiveness than female participants did [M = 3.63, SD = 1.87,
t(273.04) = 4.39, p < 0.001].

Contrary to expectations, leader gender did not have any
significant effect on leadership effectiveness F(1,284) = 0.48,
p = 0.488, and the two-way interaction effect between anger

findings remained the same regardless of whether this equality of variance
assumption is met or not.

TABLE 2 | Three-way analysis of variance results.

Source of variance DV: leadership DV: future status

effectiveness conferral

F Partial η2 F Partial η2

Anger expression intensity (A) 14.10*** 0.090 3.66* 0.025

Leader gender (B) 0.48 0.002 0.23 0.001

Participant gender (C) 17.77*** 0.059 14.20*** 0.048

A ∗ B 1.02 0.007 0.18 0.001

A ∗ C 0.24 0.002 0.17 0.001

B ∗ C 0.01 0.000 0.01 0.000

A ∗ B ∗ C 0.25 0.002 1.38 0.010

*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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intensity and leader gender was not significant, F(2,284) = 1.02,
p = 0.361. In other words, participant evaluation of leadership
effectiveness in response to leader display of anger did not change
as a function of the leader gender. Regardless of the leader gender,
the general tendency to rate a leader showing no anger as more
effective remained the same.

Lastly, the three-way interaction effect by anger intensity,
leader gender, and observer gender was not statistically
significant, F(2,284) = 0.25, p = 0.781, which means our hypothesis
5 was not supported. While observer gender had a direct effect on
leadership perception, it did not interact with anger intensity and
leader gender in a meaningful way.

Future status conferral
Future status conferral To test our remaining hypotheses 2, 4, and
6, we conducted a 3 (intensity: intense, moderate, no anger) × 2
(leader gender: male vs. female) × 2 (observer gender: male vs.
female) three-way ANOVA analysis with future status conferral.
Similar to our previous analysis with leadership effectiveness, we
found significant main effects of anger intensity and observer
gender (Table 2).

First, there was a significant difference in future status
conferred to the leader in the vignette between intense, moderate
and no anger conditions, F(2,284) = 3.66, p < 0.05, partial
η2 = 0.025, which supports our second hypothesis. When
we conducted post hoc comparison analyses (Duncan’s test,
p < 0.05), we found a significant difference only between no
anger expression condition (M = 7.72, SD = 2.08, p < 0.05) and
moderate anger expression condition (M = 6.66, SD = 2.55). In
contrary to the result with leadership effectiveness, the no anger
expression condition did not significantly differ from intense
anger expression condition (M = 7.03, SD = 2.80).

Similarly, in the case of future status conferral, there was a
significant difference between the male and female participants,
F(1,284) = 14.20, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.048. Again, male
participants (M = 7.68, SD = 2.41) granted higher status to
the leader than female participant [M = 6.52, SD = 2.50,
t(272.36) = 4.02, p < 0.001]. This reveals that male observers were
significantly more positive when evaluating a leader in terms

of future status as well as leadership effectiveness than female
observers. Stated in reverse, female participants were overall
more critical when rating leaders regardless of the leader gender
and anger expressed.

As shown in Table 2, neither the two-way interaction effect
of leader gender and anger expression intensity, F(2,284) = 0.175,
p = 0.839, nor the three-way interaction effect by all three
variables, F(2,284) = 1.38, p = 0.253, were statistically significant.
This means leader gender and observer gender did not affect the
relationship between anger expression intensity and future status
conferral and hypothesis 4 and 6 were not supported.

Additional observations
In spite of insignificant interaction effects, examining descriptive
statistics data revealed some insightful observations. In Table 3,
the means and standard deviations for each condition created
by the combination of anger expression intensity level, leader
gender, and observer gender are presented.

To explore any potential effect of leader gender that might
not have been captured in statistical analysis, we compared the
mean values by leader gender. The most interesting observation
is that for both leadership effectiveness and status conferral, the
highest ratings were given to a calm female leader [leadership:
M = 5.15, SD = 1.19; status: M = 7.76, SD = 2.13] and the
lowest ratings were given to a male leader showing moderate
anger (leadership: M = 3.47, SD = 2.05; status: M = 6.45,
SD = 2.58).

Next, to examine observer gender together with leader gender,
we arranged the twelve scores for each dependent variable in rank
order. In addition to the overall main effect of observer gender,
examining the ranking by mean scores reveals an interesting
observation (see Table 3). Although female observers tended to
give lower ratings than male observers did, when they evaluate
a female leader expressing no anger, their rating scores were
located within the top half out of twelve for both leadership
effectiveness (3rd) and future status conferral (5th). Similarly,
for both dependent variables, the only male ranking within
the bottom half was a male leader expressing moderate anger
(leadership: 7th, status: 8th).

TABLE 3 | Means and standard deviations by anger intensity, leader gender, and observer gender conditions.

Leadership effectiveness Future status conferral

Anger
intensity

Leader
gender

Observer gender Leader
gender Total

Anger
intensity Total

Observer gender Leader
gender Total

Anger
intensity Total

Male Female Male Female

Intense Male 4.28 (2.10) 3.43 (2.06) 3.90 (2.10) 3.89 (2.01) 7.64 (2.79) 6.38 (2.85) 7.08 (2.86) 7.03 (2.80)

Female 4.14 (1.97) 3.48 (1.89) 3.87 (1.95) 7.17 (2.85) 6.69 (2.72) 6.98 (2.78)

Moderate Male 4.02 (1.80) 3.15 (2.14) 3.47 (2.05) 3.55 (1.94) 6.83 (2.51) 6.23 (2.64) 6.45 (2.58) 6.66 (2.55)

Female 4.17 (1.92) 2.83 (1.46) 3.63 (1.85) 7.67 (2.43) 5.71 (2.24) 6.87 (2.53)

No Male 5.01 (1.62) 4.11 (1.45) 4.72 (1.61) 4.92 (1.44) 8.17 (1.93) 6.64 (1.97) 7.68 (2.06) 7.72 (2.08)

Female 5.50 (0.86) 4.75 (1.39) 5.15 (1.19) 8.14 (1.90) 7.34 (2.33) 7.76 (2.13)

Participant gender Total 4.58 (1.81) 3.63 (1.87) 7.68 (2.41) 6.52 (2.50)

*The values in parenthesis indicate standard deviations.
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DISCUSSION

Conclusion
This study explores how anger expression of a leader affects
individual perception of leadership effectiveness and future status
conferral. In an attempt to discern reasons behind conflicting
findings on the effect of leader anger display, we examined the
intensity of anger display, the gender of the leader, and the gender
of the observer as three key dimension variables that may affect
perceptions of leadership and status. In Study 1, we ran a pretest
to select terms that appropriately indicate intense and moderate
levels of anger expression for generic, facial, vocal, and physical
expression categories. In Study 2, the selected emotional terms
were used to manipulate anger expression intensity of a leader in
a hypothetical scenario and attempted to isolate and quantify the
effects of our independent variables – anger expressed intense,
moderate, or not at all and gender of leader and observer.
Our undertaking to explore dimensions that affect leadership
effectiveness and status conferral unveiled some interesting and
significant findings.

First, there was a strong preference for a calm leader to an
angry leader. Study participants perceived the angry leader who
expressed either moderate or intense anger as less effective in
leadership when compared to a leader who showed calmness
in what may otherwise be interpreted as an anger-provoking
situation caused by external circumstances. Similarly, in the case
of future status conferral, a calm leader was conferred higher
status than a leader showing moderate anger.

Next, while no anger expression was more positively related
to both leadership effectiveness perception and future status
conferral than anger expression, we found different patterns in
relation to moderate and intense anger expression depending
on the dependent variable. When leadership effectiveness was
rated, no anger display was more beneficial than showing
moderate and intense anger. In contrast, when future status
was evaluated, display of no anger significantly differed only
from moderate anger expression. In other words, in contrast
to leadership effectiveness, for status conferral a leader showing
intense anger was not conferred significantly lower future status
than a neutrally tempered leader.

Third, contrary to our expectations, there was no significant
main effect or interaction effect of leader gender. Namely, the
effect of anger expression did not differ by gender of the leader.
Even though we expected that female leaders would experience
more negative evaluations when displaying their anger in public
due to the inconsistency between gender norms and managerial
expectations, we did not find any evidence of unfair treatments
against the female leader in particular. Rather, an examination
of mean values demonstrated that our study participants rated
a female leader showing no anger to be the most effective in
leadership and the highest in future status and a male leader
showing moderate anger to be the least effective and the lowest.

Lastly, we found a significant main effect of observer
gender such that male participants rated leaders, regardless
of their gender, more effective in leadership and higher in
future status than female participants. In other words, female
participants were significantly more critical than their male

counterparts. A separate analysis of mean evaluations for
both leadership effectiveness and status conferral unveiled a
telling and insightful observation – that of the twelve scores
by anger intensity and leader gender, evaluations by female
observers accounted for five out of six of the lowest scores
with only women expressing no anger ranking in the top
quartile for leadership effectiveness. This trend was even
more pronounced for status conferral with female participant
rankings comprising the bottom five average ratings and with
no rankings by female participants making it into the top
quartile. When reviewing the mean values in rank order,
again we found that a calm female leader and a male leader
displaying moderate anger stood out beyond the main effect of
observer gender.

General Discussion
Consistent with previous studies evaluating the effects of anger
expression on perception of leadership effectiveness (Lewis,
2000; Sinaceur and Tiedens, 2006), in our study participants
evaluated the leader who did not outwardly show anger as more
effective in leadership than a leader who displayed moderate
or intense anger. In contrast, our findings with future status
conferral provide somewhat different implications from what
prior research suggested (Tiedens, 2001; Brescoll and Uhlmann,
2008). Earlier studies reported that angry people were perceived
higher in status than sad people were. In our study, when
anger display was compared with no anger display, no anger
was associated with higher future status than anger expression.
Taken together, we can conclude that while showing anger may
confer higher status than showing sadness, controlling anger is
more helpful in status conferral than showing anger. This finding
highlights the importance of selecting a comparison state in
understanding the effect of anger expression correctly. Based on
prior research, we might have developed a positive view of anger
in terms of status conferral; our research refutes that perspective
by showing that controlling anger is more instrumental in
acquiring perception of higher future status.

Next, in our analysis of anger expression intensity, we
found that anger expression can exert differential effects on
individual perception and evaluation of leadership and status
conferral according to its intensity. An overall insightful finding
is that for both leadership effectiveness and status conferral,
participants in our study gave lower evaluations for leaders
who express moderate anger than a leader who expresses no
anger. This is inconsistent with what is predicted by the Dual-
Threshold model of Anger by Geddes and Callister (2007). This
model proposed that expressed anger located in the middle
between deviant anger and suppressed anger will yield more
positive outcomes in groups and organizations. In our research,
showing moderate level of anger was less beneficial than staying
neutral in observer perception of the expressor’s leadership and
status. This inconsistency might stem from which outcome
is being investigated. For instance, expressing moderate anger
can facilitate group processes by sending a warning signal of
inadequate performance but possibly have a negative impact on
how the expressor is perceived and evaluated.
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Furthermore, these findings indicate that moderate anger
expression as the leader’s response to the given situation can
be viewed as a weakness that makes them appear less effective
in leadership skills and less eligible for higher status. While
in the case of leadership effectiveness the significant difference
was found between expression of anger and no anger regardless
of anger expression intensity, when we looked at future status
conferral as a dependent variable, the significant difference
was observed only between moderate and no anger expression.
Aligned with research on gender and anger, we infer that such
may be related to observer internal attribution of the leader
behavior affecting the leader’s ability to self-regulate and control
their emotions. The fact that there was no significant difference
between intense anger and no anger conditions in future status
conferral reveals the importance of a critical dimension –
how anger intensity affects leadership effectiveness and status
conferral differently. Based on this finding, we believe that
intensity effect should be considered in future studies on anger
expression. Emotional expression in general and anger expression
in particular are not binary, and hence, future studies should
incorporate distinctive features associated with different levels of
intensity. Thus, researchers should be cognizant of the effect of
intensity and try to avoid generalizing a finding at a certain level
of anger expression to the entire spectrum of anger expression.

The third valuable learning from this study was that the gender
of the leader expressing the emotion did not significantly affect
the evaluation of leadership effectiveness and status conferral.
However, we found a surprising degree of consistency in
descriptive data for both male and female leaders. One insightful
finding is that for both leadership effectiveness and future status,
when the female leader expressed no anger, she received the
highest evaluations. Equally insightful was the finding that the
lowest evaluations were given to the male leader expressing
moderate anger. We believe this may be partially reflective of
the changing view on the leadership in general and the role of
female leaders at work. Perspectives on good leadership have
changed in regard to contemporary organizational cultures that
embrace social and technological change (Avoilio, 1999), and this
change has been strengthened with the increase in the number
of female leaders at the workplace. Results are also consistent
with Eagly and Johnson’s (1990) meta-analysis showing that
organizational culture tends to socialize managers to minimize
stereotypical gender behavior and that managers are less likely
to be perceived in terms of their gender role. Research finds that
male leaders are rewarded for demonstrating more communal
or non-confrontational leadership styles (Eagly et al., 1992;
Pratch, 1996). Observing and experiencing more female leaders
in organizations was found to change people’s perception of
leader roles (Dasgupta and Asgari, 2004; Beaman et al., 2009).
The changing social trend and the ensuing reduced gap between
gender norms and leadership qualities might explain why angry
female leaders in our study did not receive punitive evaluations.

Lastly, related to the role of observer gender, we found
that male observers were significantly more positive in their
perceptions of leadership and future status conferral or –
oppositely – that female observers were considerably more
critical in evaluating leaders than their male counterparts.

This finding is perhaps one of the most insightful, as
while there is consistent reporting on informal barriers that
collectively contribute to the glass ceiling, aside from gender
pay gap, identification of factors might contribute to bias
and can serve as an explanation for why female leaders may
receive lower evaluations or encounter barriers in terms of
assessment, promotion, and compensation. Social dominance
theory (Sidanius et al., 2004) seeks to explain social group
oppression by identifying specific individual and structural
factors that lead to group-level bias. Often, power legitimizes
hierarchal structures that may contain male bias and reward
traditionally masculine leadership characteristics. As an in-group,
male observers may perceive human resource management
policies to be much fairer than their female counterparts
perceived. In other words, male participants are more positive as
they are part of the power in-group and perceived policies related
to gender discrimination in recruitment, assessment, promotion,
and compensation, as far less discriminatory than female leaders,
regardless of their level (Ashihara et al., 2019). Likewise, women
who aspire to leadership roles perceive the existence of barriers
to entering these roles and advancing to higher levels within
an organization and those perceptions may differ from their
male counterparts. As women enter male-dominated leadership
roles where autocratic styles are common, they may encounter
significant bias or feel challenged to act differently than their
gender stereotype and culture may have embedded, providing
additional challenge as it may not be their natural tendency.
One interesting conclusion is that women may in fact be holding
themselves back as their own views may construct barriers that
prevent them from leaning in rather than opting out.

Limitations and Future Direction
As with other experimental studies, this study is also vulnerable to
the criticism that it lacks external validity. In Study 1, our sample
primarily consists of young college students. Lab experiments
with student samples using artificial materials like vignettes
may arouse the concern over their generalizability to the real
world. Furthermore, the use of undergraduate students and
their relatively lower status may alter their perception as they
may have a tendency to empathize with the anger recipient
rather than the leader expressing anger in the vignette. To
reduce that demographical bias, we recruited a diverse sample
from Amazon MTurk, which comprised roughly two thirds
of Study 2 participants. We recognize that the discrepancy
in sample demographics between Study 1 (mostly students)
and Study 2 (students and general people) might have altered
results and the possibility is that the emotion terms chosen by
students in Study 1 could have been interpreted differently by
people in the MTurk sample. While we did compare results
to other studies on anger terms (Shaver et al., 1987), we
nonetheless acknowledge that terms are intrinsically subject to
interpretation and embedded in cultural and generational use.
Future research should be conducted with a more diverse and
greater number of participants that are diverse in terms of age,
work experience, and social status to enhance external validity
of study findings and consistency in sample characteristics
between studies.
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We also recognize the inherent limitations of a survey method
to convey genuine anger with nuances or in a context that
allows participants to evaluate the appropriateness of the anger.
Verbal and non-verbal cues are important when conveying the
true meaning of the message (Galin et al., 2007). Argyle and
colleagues support the research finding that non-verbal cues are
more salient than verbal cues (Argyle et al., 1971). Even though
our research included terms describing non-verbal expression
of anger, its effect might be different from the manipulation
method presenting non-verbal cues via more vivid media such
as video. One reason why our intensity manipulation between
moderate and intense anger was not successful might be related
to the limitation embedded in describing emotions using only
words. We also recognize that terms selected for intense and
moderate anger are subject to interpretation and that the
specific terms for moderate anger “snap at,” “frown,” and “stalk”
may be more indicative of internal or personality traits for
anger expression. Future research would need to consider other
manipulation techniques which can deliver non-verbal cues to
the subjects more directly.

Given that this study focuses on the interpersonal perception
between a leader and subordinates, we suggest that a study
considering real organizations and observations of real leader–
subordinate interactions would enhance the ecological validity
of these study results. Compared to the experimental situation
where the subjects are asked to regard a person whom they have
never met before as their leader, real organizational contexts
have a history of relationship among organizational members
including leaders and subordinates. As such, other variables
might come into play when subordinates observe their leader’s
anger display in real situations. More contextual information
about the situation itself, the leader’s emotional characteristics,
and actual expression of anger including responses of other
colleagues would likely influence the perception of leadership
effectiveness. Thus, field studies using a variety of methods such
as survey, interview, and observation can be considered as a
next step for future direction. The replication of similar results
in a more natural setting which integrates non-verbal cues and
a more realistic leader–subordinate relationship that considers
gender and differing anger conditions would be important in
ascertaining the validity of anger perception and leadership
status conferral.

We also propose more in-depth studies looking at the gender
of the participant and how male and female observers differ
in their response to leadership and to explore nuances of how
their views differ for other independent variables. It may be
worthwhile to understand more dimensions on the leadership
effectiveness for female leaders as expressing no anger is in line
with being unemotional and gender incongruent. We should seek
to identify leadership strategies that enable professional women
to express their power and position in challenging situations
without incurring penalty. In line with this, it may be worth
exploring how ratings of effectiveness differ when observers are
provided with direction for source of the emotion display as
having internal or external attribution.

Furthermore, we hope future studies will expand the
scope of our research by examining different contexts for

anger display and various outcome variables in response to
the leader’s anger expression. For example, we believe that
domain-specific anger expression introduced by Bongard and
Al’Absi (2003) can offer valuable insights about emotion
display at the workplace. It was found that people show
their anger more openly and strive to control anger less
in more private settings while the opposite pattern was
observed in public settings. In particular, men and women
showed different anger expression styles in different settings.
Women reported higher anger control and less outward anger
expression than did men at the workplace. If we could
manipulate the contextual settings for anger display (e.g.,
group vs. private meeting), we might be able to learn more
sophisticated approach men and women take in terms of emotion
regulation at work.

In this paper, we primarily focused on how a leader’s display of
anger affects employee perception of a leader’s effectiveness and
future status conferral by looking at gender of leader and anger
expression intensity. Leader’s emotional display can also impact
employee behavioral intentions or actual behavior as well as their
cognitions or emotions. An interesting segue is whether leaders
who are perceived as expressing negative emotions influence
the work patterns and corporate culture in a negative way. For
instance, would working with an anger-prone leader increase
obsessive tendencies (workaholism) which may impact work–
family balance? (Mazzetti et al., 2019). Given the influential
power of a leader on followers, understanding how a leader’s
emotion display influences a manifold of employee behavior
would be another important task.

While our findings revealed some value in including intensity
as a dimension of anger expression and demonstrated how
the intensity factor may influence leadership effectiveness and
conferral differently, we also found that even if women “lean in”
(Sandberg, 2013), the standards they hold themselves to may in
fact provide barriers to their own success. Our findings on leader
gender support the views of Melinda Gates who was quoted as
saying “a woman with a voice is, by definition, a strong woman”
and of Madeline Albright who said women leaders expressing
no emotion are seen as more rational. While female leaders are
perceived with some degree of gender parity, the fact that female
observers hold more critical views of leaders than their male
counterparts might lead aspiring women to perceive the existence
of barriers and provide obstacles to their own advancement.
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APPENDIX A

Vignettes for Study 2
“Mr./Ms. X and his/her assistant Y had a meeting with a client to present an idea for advertising a new product. Y had the materials
for the slide presentation in the car and followed Mr./Ms. X, who had the directions, to the meeting. Mr./Ms. X and Y lost each other
in traffic. Mr./Ms. X got to the meeting on time but could not do the presentation because the visual aids were in Y’s car. By the
time Y got there, the client was furious and they lost the account. When they were walking out of the client’s office, Mr./Ms. X looked
furious/annoyed/calm (general). Mr./Ms. X glared at/frowned at/looked at (facial) Y, and yelled at/snapped at/spoke to (vocal) Y,
“why were you late?” When Y is about to make an excuse, Mr./Ms. X said, “let’s go back to the office” and stomped/stalked/walked
(physical) out of the building.

∗ This is a modified version of the vignette used by Tiedens et al. (2000). The part in italic has been newly added for
intensity manipulation and the emotional terms are presented in the order of intense/moderate/neutral condition.

∗ () is not shown to study participants.

APPENDIX B

Measures for Study 2
Leadership effectiveness: 7-point Likert scale (1 = “not at all,” 7 = “very much”).

• To what extent does Mr./Ms. X have qualities for good leadership?
• To what extent does Mr./Ms. X match your image of a good leader?
• To what extent did Mr./Ms. X behave as a leader should?
• To what extent would Mr./Ms. X be an effective leader?

Status conferral: 11-point Likert Scale (1 = “none,” 11 = “a great deal”).

• How much status does Mr./Ms. X deserve in his/her future job?
• How much power does Mr./Ms. X deserve in his/her future job?
• How much independence does Mr./Ms. X deserve in his/her future job?
• How much rank does Mr./Ms. X deserve in his/her future job?
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This article examines the mechanisms that influence team-level performance. It
investigates psychological safety, a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal
risk taking and a causal model mediated by learning behavior and efficacy. This model
hypothesizes that psychological safety and efficacy are related, which have been
believed to be same-dimension constructs. It also explains the process of how learning
behavior affects the team’s efficacy. In a study of 104 field sales and service teams in
South Korea, psychological safety did not directly affect team effectiveness. However,
when mediated by learning behavior and efficacy, a full-mediation effect was found. The
results show (i) that psychological safety is the engine of performance, not the fuel, and
(ii) how individuals contribute to group performance under a psychologically safe climate,
enhancing team processes. Based on the findings, this article suggests theoretical and
methodological implications for future research to maximize teams’ effectiveness.

Keywords: team psychological safety, team learning behavior, team efficacy, team effectiveness, organizational
learning, full mediation effect

INTRODUCTION

Teams play a crucial role in highly effective organizations. Teams perform better than individuals
(Glassop, 2002), becoming sources for firms’ sustainable competitive advantage. Through
horizontal interaction, the knowledge gained by teams contributes to performance on an
organizational level (Edmondson, 2012). There is a growing concern about how to improve
the performance of teams in organizations. Although a large body of literature has focused on
individual motivation over decades, research to advance the understanding of team motivation
processes is insufficient (Kozlowski and Bell, 2003; Chen and Kanfer, 2006).

From the literature, physical factors such as team size and task attributes, personal factors
such as member competencies and personality, and organizational–environmental factors were
studied as antecedents of team effectiveness (TEF) (Cohen and Bailey, 1997; Mathieu et al., 2008).
However, organizations are gradually recognizing the value of psychological assets, the importance
of synergy among individuals and groups for innovation and growth in highly competitive markets
(Donaldson et al., 2011).

The concept of psychological safety appeared half a century ago in the organizational science
field, but in recent years, empirical research flourished (Frazier et al., 2017). Previous literature
has shown that psychological safety has a direct influence on work performance (Baer and Frese,
2003; Schaubroeck et al., 2011). Besides, more authors insisted that organizational support, safety
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climate, and performance are unquestionably related,
implying that psychological safety might involve benefits
that extend its influence on work engagement (Rich et al., 2010;
Christian et al., 2011).

Team psychological safety (TPS) is a shared belief that
people feel safe about the interpersonal risks that arise
concerning their behaviors in a team context (Edmondson,
2018). “Project Aristotle,” which explored over 250 team-level
variables, found that successful Google teams have five elements
in common: psychological safety, dependability, structure and
clarity, meaning, and impact of work (Google, 2015). The
findings argue that psychological safety is the most critical factor
and a prerequisite to enabling the other four elements. However,
surprisingly, despite the importance of that psychological factor,
only 47% of employees across the world described that their
workplaces are psychologically safe and healthy (Ipsos, 2012).

As Edmondson (2018) pointed out, TPS is the engine of
performance, not fuel. Various factors affect the mechanism
in the underlying process. What we need to understand is
“how” psychological safety leads to team performance. What
is necessary for identifying such mechanisms are (i) extended,
sustained research at group level and (ii) expansion of the
studies in various contexts (e.g., country and culture). Notably,
research conducted at the group level is insufficient compared
to those conducted at the individual level in psychological safety
literature. If related work continues and data accumulate, the
theoretical background to examine the incremental validity issue
at the group level will be intensified (Frazier et al., 2017).

In many cases, psychological safety has been studied in limited
regions (i.e., advanced economies in the west), and now the
research context needs to be expanded (Abror, 2017). There
is a need to verify the influence of psychological safety on
group performance, enhancing its explanatory potential and
applicability in the workplace. Additional research is needed
to determine what factors mediate the relationship between
psychological safety and group effectiveness.

Psychological safety could affect behavioral outcomes such
as team’s creativity (Madjar and Ortiz-Walters, 2009), and
both individual learning (Carmeli and Gittell, 2009; Carmeli
et al., 2009) and team learning (Edmondson, 1999; Wong
et al., 2010). Team learning behavior (TLB) is a symbolic
variable that affects TEF. TLB is the process by which members
interact, acquire knowledge and skills needed for their work,
and share information (Argote et al., 1999), and it raises the
team process level to generate performance-oriented ideas. When
members learn and improve their problem-solving skills, they
can create a competitive organization (Dyer and Nobeoka, 2000).
Despite the mediating role of learning that has been empirically
demonstrated in previous literature, it still needs to be dealt
with as a research subject when considering the significance of
learning in modern organizations.

Psychological safety has been linked to several attitudinal
outcomes as well. Another factor that drives TEF is efficacy.
Team efficacy (TE) is a member’s assessment of team ability
to perform job-related activities successfully (Walumbwa et al.,
2004). Confidence in the team’s abilities affects performance
and aligns the members’ activities on the team level (Gibson

et al., 2000; Gully et al., 2002). However, few studies have
reported the effects of psychological safety to efficacy to present
(Abror, 2017). Therefore, there is a theoretical implication to
see how efficacy mediates the relationship between psychological
safety and performance at the group level. We selected the
team’s learning behavior and efficacy as mediating variables
to understand the mechanism for creating TEF. Despite the
extensive research and empirical support for the critical role
of psychological safety, a few unclear questions remain: How
does psychological safety affect TEF? How does it affect learning
behavior and efficacy? How does learning behavior mediate the
overall relationship, and how does it affect the team’s efficacy?
Does TE mediate between psychological safety and TEF?

Our aim in this research is to contribute to the team
and psychological safety literature in three ways: (i) bring
team literature together with related theories by examining
psychological safety and learning behavior as determinants of TE;
(ii) extend the TEF model and the traditional input–process–
output (I–P–O) framework (Hackman, 1987; Cohen and Bailey,
1997) by integrating psychological safety (as contextual input),
learning behavior, and efficacy (as process and team traits) that
might stimulate TEF; and (iii) embrace TE as a possible mediator
between psychological safety and TEF creation.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH
MODEL

TPS
Psychological safety is “a condition in which one feels (a)
included, (b) safe to learn, (c) safe to contribute, and (d) safe
to challenge the status quo, without fear of being embarrassed,
marginalized or punished in some way” (Clark, 2019). TPS is a
group variable that describes team context. In the last decade, the
concept of psychological safety started attracting attention as a
primary factor in predicting TEF.

Results from several empirical studies conducted in various
regions and countries show that psychological safety plays a vital
role in workplace effectiveness (Edmondson and Lei, 2014). The
psychological safety of individuals and their teams’ psychological
safety are different constructs (Baer and Frese, 2003). The concept
was first pioneered by Schein and Bennis (1965) in organizational
phenomena and developed by Kahn (1990) as a representative
definition of the psychological safety of an individual.

Creating a psychologically safe workplace is different from
being undisciplined or being unconditionally generous to
any process or outcome (Edmondson, 2012). Two factors—
psychological safety and accountability for performance—
identify four types of teams. In this regard, the presence of TPS
does not necessarily mean that TEF will increase automatically.

Prior research also focused on the relationship between
psychological safety and outcomes such as innovation, employee
attitudes, creativity, knowledge sharing, voice behaviors, and
communication (Newman et al., 2017). Overall, TPS is known to
have a positive association with TEF (Schaubroeck et al., 2011;
Kessel et al., 2012; Newman et al., 2017).
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FIGURE 1 | Psychological safety-accountability for performance framework. Source: Edmondson (2012: 174).

Extant literature has found positive associations between
psychological safety and learning behavior at different levels
(Newman et al., 2017). Several pieces of empirical evidence on
such relationships were found in previous literature at the team
level (Roberto, 2002; Van den Bossche et al., 2006; Stalmeijer et al.,
2007; Bstieler and Hemmert, 2010; Ortega et al., 2010; Wong
et al., 2010) and individual level.

In addition to this, the relationship between TPS and efficacy
should be confirmed. Abror (2017) argues that TPS affects group
efficacy. The author criticized Edmondson (1999) for putting
TPS and TE on the same level and argued for the need to
identify the relationship between the two factors. Recent studies
started arguing that TPS may affect group efficacy (May et al.,
2004; Roussin et al., 2016; Hernandez and Guarana, 2018). TPS
appears to have a significant effect on team behavior and goal
orientation and improves performance while affecting a team’s
efficacy (Roussin et al., 2016). The following hypotheses arise
from the above background.

H1: TPS positively affects TEF.

H2: TPS positively affects TLB.

H3: TPS positively affects TE.

TLB
Discussions on team learning arose since Argyris (1986) defined
organizational learning and discussed it as a sub-element of a
learning organization. Edmondson (1999) used the term “team
learning behavior” to distinguish the learning process from
learning outcomes.

Team learning behavior is defined as gaining and sharing
skills, knowledge, and information about work through the
interaction of members (Argote et al., 1999), an iterative team
process leading to a change (van Offenbeek, 2001). Gibson and
Vermeulen (2003) defined TLB as a process of experimentation,

reflective communication, and codification. The three elements
are interdependent and difficult to replace. Edmondson et al.
(2007) divided the perspective on team learning research
into three streams.

Previous literature has shown that there is a positive
relationship between TLB and TEF. Zellmer-Bruhn and Gibson
(2006) identified the factors that influence team learning,
team learning’s effects on task performance, and interpersonal
relationships. TLB had a positive effect on TE. Van den Bossche
et al. (2006) studied how teams build shared beliefs in a
collaborative learning environment and found that team learning
improves the perceived performance of a team.

Team learning behavior is also known to be positively
associated with the team’s efficacy (i.e., van Emmerik et al., 2011).
However, further research is needed to verify the direction of the
causal relationship between the two variables.

This study views TLB as a process variable and identifies
the relationship between TPS and TEF. Also, TLB’s mediating
role between TPS and TE would be identified to confirm its
value as a useful predictive tool. This section raises the following
hypotheses:

H4: TLB positively affects TEF.

H5: TLB positively affects TE.

TE
TE has a vital role in team research (Rico et al., 2011). As the
importance of creating team-based outcomes has grown, TE has
attracted the interest of researchers (Day et al., 2009).

Efficacy is the belief that an individual’s ability or competency
to perform a particular task will produce a successful outcome
(Bandura, 1986, 1997). When expanded into a group level, it
becomes group efficacy, which is the belief of group members that
they can accomplish a given task. TE is unlikely to be the sum of
individual competence and self-esteem (Bandura, 2000).
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The concept of TE, together with team resilience and
team optimism, is a representative sub-construct of positive
organizational behavior (West et al., 2009). It is an essential
antecedent predicting group performance (Werner and Lester,
2001; Gully et al., 2002; Chen et al., 2005; Tasa et al., 2007;
Porter et al., 2011; Zoogah et al., 2015). The literature supports
that efficacy coordinates group processes, such as decision-
making and team communication. The level of belief can
lead to different outcomes, even under the same conditions.
Several empirical works have proved the effect of TE on team
performance (Mathieu et al., 2008). In the TE literature, it appears
to influence TEF.

As such, we predicted that TE would activate collective
processes and impact group performance. Teams that believe
they can succeed in a given task can perform better. TE is
expected to play an indispensable role in achieving crucial tasks
that require enhanced team performance.

H6: TE positively affects TEF.

TEF
Concepts such as team performance, characteristics, and attitudes
of team members define TEF in a comprehensive way (Shen
and Chen, 2007). It is difficult to measure or give TEF one
single definition. In earlier literature of TEF, the majority of
studies defined “effectiveness” as physical outcomes. However,
it gradually expanded to the concept of team performance,
characteristics, or member attitudes (Shen and Chen, 2007). Lin
et al. (2005) insist that researchers should pay attention to various
factors simultaneously at the individual and organizational levels
to maximize performance.

Rousseau et al. (2006) summarized studies dealing with
individual-level variables that improve TEF. As noted, the
effectiveness criteria for defining a team’s performance are not
limited to the team’s physical output. In addition to productivity,
most studies adopted team member satisfaction, attitudes, and
perceived outcomes as essential measures. The most widely used
are performance and attitude aspects. In this study, TEF is
measured by a team’s perception of their performance. Team
performance is the result of a dynamic process of member
interaction. In-role behavior describes a state in which team
members play a supportive role in achieving goals (Williams
and Anderson, 1991). Surveys are common ways to measure
perceived team performance (Pearce and Sims, 2002; Pearce and
Herbik, 2004). In this study, in-role behavior will measure TEF.

Theoretical Framework and the
Moderating Role of TLB and TE
The theoretical foundation can be put on the social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1988). According to the theory, learning is
a cognitive process taking place in a social context and could
occur purely via observation or instruction, even without direct
reinforcement. Also, one’s sense of efficacy can play a crucial
role in approaching goals, tasks, and challenges (Luszczynska
and Schwarzer, 2005). The theory adequately describes the
mechanism of how psychological safety leads to its outcome

variables and the relationship between behavioral changes and
cognitive beliefs.

Psychological safety at the group level as a model of TEF
uses some forms of the input–process–output (I–P–O) model
as a theoretical framework. The I–P–O model is an approach
that explains the mechanism of team outcome creation. It was
Gladstein (1984) and Hackman (1987) who introduced the I–P–
O model to explore the mechanism, and Cohen and Bailey (1997)
further expanded the model to the TEF model. This framework
suits the structural mediation process that involves TLB and TE as
process variables for the research. The framework is still valid in
many effectiveness research (Liu et al., 2010; Dulebohn and Hoch,
2017; Escribano et al., 2017; Mansikka et al., 2017).

Team learning behavior is known to mediate the relationship
between psychological safety and performance (Edmondson,
1999; Li and Yan, 2009; Brueller and Carmeli, 2011; Kostopoulos
and Bozionelos, 2011; Hirak et al., 2012; Huang and Jiang, 2012;
Li and Tan, 2013; Ortega et al., 2014). Sanner and Bunderson
(2013) found in their meta-analysis that TLB was a significant
mediator in a large body of literature. In this regard, we try to
confirm TLB’s mediating role in the TEF creation mechanism.

Bandura (1988) identified factors that affect efficacy. Social
persuasion is encouragement or discouragement from another
person. Also, psychological factors alter the level of efficacy.
As noted earlier in the literature review, the team’s efficacy
affects the performance (Luszczynska and Schwarzer, 2005),
and TLB affects TE.

As such, this study investigates the following mediation
effects. The hypothesized relationships of the research model (see
Figure 2) are as follows:

H7: TLB mediates the relationship between TPS and TE.

H8: TE mediates the relationship between TPS and TEF.

H9: TLB and TE jointly mediate the relationship
between TPS and TEF.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Sample
We collected samples from 16 local sales and service companies
located in 98 outlets in South Korea. The survey targeted sales,
service, and admin staff working at the front line. Under normal
working conditions, field employees providing customer service
have to work with a high level of customer orientation, with their
service level evaluated continuously. Besides, they are exposed
to complaints from dissatisfied customers and feel pressure
about their performance, resulting in significant anxiety and
stress. Therefore, fieldwork teams were considered appropriate
for the research.

A mobile survey was sent to a total of 282 teams
and 1,433 employees. Five hundred thirty-six questionnaires
were recovered (37%), and 529 valid samples were analyzed.
Frequency analysis was performed to examine the distribution of
respondents (see Table 1).
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FIGURE 2 | Research model.

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of the participants.

Attributes Frequency (%) Attributes Frequency (%)

Gender Male 465 87.9 Tenure in team (months) Under 6 87 16.4

Female 64 12.1 6∼12 80 15.1

Age Under 30 120 22.7 13∼24 94 17.8

30∼35 142 26.8 25∼36 59 11.2

35∼40 133 25.1 Above 37 209 39.5

40∼50 132 25.0 Team function Admin 55 10.4

Above 50 2 0.4 Sales 236 44.6

Tenure in company (years) Under 3 222 42.0 Service 238 45.0

3∼5 132 25.0 Team size 5 149 28.2

5∼10 121 22.9 5∼7 253 47.8

10∼15 41 7.8 8∼10 80 15.1

Above 15 13 2.5 11∼14 22 4.2

Title Staff 207 39.1 Above 15 25 4.7

AM 126 23.8 Education High school 109 20.6

MGR 96 18.1 Associate degree 200 37.8

AGM 73 13.8 Bachelor’s degree 206 38.9

Above GM 27 5.1 Master’s degree 11 2.1

Total 529 100.0 Doctor’s degree 3 0.6

No. of members (mean) 4.5 Member’s age (mean) 31

Respondents had the following characteristics: gender, 465
male (87.9%) and 64 female (12.1%); age, 30s group highest
(26.8% for 30–35 and 25.1% for 35–40), mean = 31; title, staff
level highest (39.1%); tenure, under 3 years (42.0%); tenure in the
team, 3 years or above (39.5%); team size, less than five members
(28.2%), mean = 4.5; team function, admin (10.4%), sales (44.6%),
and service (45.0%); and education, bachelor’s degree (38.9%).

Measurements
TPS
Original measurements developed in English were translated to
Korean and reviewed by HRD professionals and a group of Ph.D.
students to ensure accuracy in the delivery of the meaning. All 27

items adopted a Likert 7-point scale, from 1 = not at all to 7 = to
a large extent. TPS consisted of seven questions by Edmondson
(1999). Sample items were as follows: “Members are criticized
when making a mistake,” “Members often ignore individual’s
opinion,” and “Members do not degrade other people’s efforts.”

TLB
Team learning behavior adopted nine items from Gibson and
Vermeulen (2003). Sample items were as follows: “The team’s
ideas and practices are introduced to other teams,” “Members
exchange ideas,” and “The team leaves documents about the
details of work.”
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TE
For measuring TE, we adjusted six items by Riggs and Knight
(1994). Sample items were as follows: “Members have the best
work skills,” “Members have above-average ability,” “The team has
excellent performance compared to other teams.”

TEF
Team effectiveness was adapted from Williams and
Anderson (1991), with the following sample items: “Fulfilling
responsibilities given by the organization,” “Achieving the level
of task that we expect,” and “Meeting official performance
requirements” (see Table 2 and Appendix 1).

Analytical Procedure
Process Macro 3.3 was used for the mediated regression model,
and Jamovi 1.0.0.0 was used for other analytical procedures,
including exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and CFA. First, the
demographic distribution was confirmed by frequency analysis.
Second, the normality of distribution was tested by descriptive
analysis. Third, EFA was carried out to test the variance. Fourth,
the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) secured the validity
and reliability of the measurement model. Fifth, we tested the
reliability and validity of each team’s value through ICC and
Rwg tests to clear level issues. Sixth, the regression analysis
confirmed the relationships between variables. Seventh, statistical
significance was confirmed by bootstrap replications. It verified
the mediating effects and effect size within the relationships.

RESULTS

EFA
There is a possibility of common method bias (CMB) when
measuring constructs in the same survey. This issue can lead
to the structural underestimation or overestimation of the
coefficients (Bido et al., 2017). As criticized by Guide and Ketokivi
(2015), researchers should be careful about claiming that the issue
is cleared after conducting weak tests, such as Harman’s (1967).
In this case, EFA is considered a legitimate statistical procedure
to test CMB that supplements the weaknesses of Harman’s,
considering both the structural model and the measurement
model (Bido et al., 2017). Also, when trying to identify a
potential structure or to ensure if the measurements reflected
the construct accurately, an additional EFA procedure could
be considered, regardless of existing theoretical backgrounds
(Fabrigar and Wegener, 2012).

In this study, the maximum likelihood method and oblimin
rotation were applied to extract the factors. In the process,
variables that did not meet the criteria were removed (factor
loadings less than 0.50 and communality less than 0.40). The
results of Cronbach’s α confirmed the reliability of measurement
instruments (see Table 3).

It was confirmed that the measurements constituting the
four theoretical constructs were grouped into factors without
difficulty, and the factor loadings and construct reliability (CR)
were also found to be significant. The Bartlett test result showed
that the model had a good fit (P < 0.001), and the KMO statistics
were 0.960, which is also acceptable. TPS question 2 showed
a low communality level and was further reviewed for use in
the following CFA. Finally, the model was used for CFA after
removing three questions from TPS, one from TE, two from TLB,
and one from TEF.

CFA
CFA was conducted to confirm the fit of the measurement model.
The criteria for model fit are a chi-square NC (CMIN/df ) of
5.0 and below, an absolute fitness index (SRMR) below 0.08,
an RMSEA below 0.10, and incremental fitness index, TLI,
and CFI above 0.90.

The average variance extracted (AVE) value ranged from 0.519
to 0.735, indicating that all variables met the criteria of 0.50
(Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). The internal consistency of Cronbach’s
α coefficient was found to be reliable, with all variables above
0.70 or higher (Murphy and Davidshofer, 1988). The standard
factor loadings of most items except for one item from TPS and
two from TLB were above the recommended level of 0.70 and
were significant (P < 0.001) (Hair et al., 2017). All the items
in CFA were adopted, considering overall AVE (Bagozzi and Yi,
1988). From the above analysis results, the measurement model
is acceptable, showing an appropriate level of reliability.

The model fit details are as follows. From the results of
χ2 = 650 (P < 0.001), NC (CMIN/df ) = 3.963, TLI = 0.933,
CFI = 0.942, SRMR = 0.044, and RMSEA = 0.075, no item showed
lack in model fit criteria. The reliability analysis results are as
shown in Table 4.

Validity of the Constructs
Convergent validity and discriminant validity were verified to
confirm the validity of the construct. Convergent validity is
verified by factor loading, CR, and AVE. Convergent validity was
confirmed from the measurement model as all the constructs

TABLE 2 | Measurement items of the construct.

Variable No. Scale Source

Independent Team psychological safety 7 Likert 7-point Edmondson, 1999

Mediator Team learning behavior Experimentation 3 Gibson and Vermeulen, 2003

Reflective communication 3

Codification 3

Team efficacy 6 Riggs and Knight, 1994

Dependent Team effectiveness (in-role behavior) 5 Williams and Anderson, 1991
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TABLE 3 | Result of exploratory factor analysis.

Item Factor loading Communality Cronbach’s α

1 2 3 4

TPS_1 – – – 0.682 0.510 0.793

TPS_2 – – – 0.361 0.324

TPS_3 – – – 0.689 0.622

TPS_5 – – – 0.600 0.568

TLB _ex_1 0.621 – – – 0.787 0.922

TLB_ex_2 0.647 – – – 0.705

TLB_ex_3 0.641 – – – 0.543

TLB_com_3 0.519 – – – 0.791

TLB_cod_1 0.758 – – – 0.545

TLB_cod_2 0.847 – – – 0.696

TLB_cod_3 0.810 – – – 0.604

TE_1 – 0.885 – – 0.787 0.925

TE_2 – 0.755 – – 0.742

TE_4 – 0.819 – – 0.715

TE_5 – 0.608 – – 0.704

TE_6 – 0.622 – – 0.727

TEF_1 – – 0.621 – 0.713 0.916

TEF_3 – – 0.864 – 0.813

TEF_4 – – 0.886 – 0.728

TEF_5 – – 0.618 – 0.760

Eigen value 4.126 3.799 3.107 2.353 – –

Variance (%) 20.631 18.996 15.533 11.767 66.927 –

*Dimension reduction: Maximum likelihood in oblimin rotation. *n = 529.

were found to be higher than 0.50 in factor loading, 0.70 in CR,
and 0.50 in AVE (see Table 5).

Discriminant validity means that latent variables are
constructs that are independent of each other. If the correlation
between factors is relatively high (above 0.80 or 0.85), the
researcher can consider a more parsimonious model (Brown,
2015). The results of correlation analysis among the factors are
presented (see Table 6).

The r ± 2SE method was applied to verify discriminant
validity. This method adds and subtracts two standard error
range from the correlation values of each factor and checks
whether the value includes 1 in the range. The absence of 1 in
the calculation range verifies the discriminant validity (Fornell
and Larcker, 1981). The r ± 2SE range of correlations among all
factors did not include 1 (see Table 7).

Level Issue
This study assumes a team-level analysis. Klein et al. (1994)
collectively defined three “level issues” that arise in group-level
research, which are the level of theory, level of measurement,
and level of analysis (Klein et al., 1994). In this study, all the
questionnaires measure the team’s view based on a reference-shift
model. In the case of using the results of summed or averaged
individual responses as a team value, there are two additional
requirements as follows.

First, the group members’ responses must be consistent
and show homogeneity. Second, the variation or variance

between teams should be higher than that within a team. To
prove this, Klein and Kozlowski (2000) proposed Rwg (within-
group interrater reliability), intraclass correlation (ICC)(1), and
ICC(2). These are the methodologies that support inference for
aggregation of individually collected data. This study conducted
essential statistical procedures to resolve the level issues before
aggregating individual values into a team value.

Checking the consistency and consensus of each rater’s
answer to the question solves the problem. ICC is a standard
method used for reliability verification in multilevel studies
(James, 1982). Reliability refers to the degree of consistency that
an individual rater’s evaluation has, and there are two kinds,
ICC(1) and ICC(2). Both use analysis of variance to verify data
consistency. The usual cutoff level for ICC(1) is 0.20. ICC(2)
further supplements ICC(1). It analyzes each group’s composite
rating to verify the reliability and is acceptable at 0.60 or higher.
The ICC(1) result shows that TEF did not meet the criteria,
and TLB and TEF were not acceptable by ICC(2) baseline (see
Table 8).

Rwg is an additional verification procedure for the variables
which did not meet baseline values. Rwg, also referred to as
the within-group agreement index, checks for consistency or
reliability of lower-level data (James et al., 1993). Its baseline is
0.70 or higher (James et al., 1993; Klein and Kozlowski, 2000), but
variables with Rwg values higher than 0.50 can be aggregated as a
team’s value (James et al., 1993). Finally, a total of 104 team data
were analyzed after excluding teams with less than three members
and whose Rwg values did not meet the requirements.

Hypothesis Test
Relationship Between Variables
A process analysis was conducted to verify the effect size on direct
and indirect effects simultaneously (Hayes, 2013). By default, a
thousand resampling of the percentile bootstrapping method is
used to estimate the parameters. The absence of 0 in the 95%
confidence interval identifies statistical significance (Preacher
et al., 2007; Hayes, 2013). The analysis was carried out based on
the Hayes (2013) procedure to verify all the relationships and the
direct and indirect effects.

The direct effect of TPS on TE was not significant (H1,
β = 0.037). As expected, psychological safety activates team
processes but may not direct driver of performance (Edmondson,
2008). TPS had a positive effect on TLB (H2, β = 0.747) and had
a significant positive effect on TE (H3, β = 0.596). The result was
consistent with previous researches that a sense of safety has a
significant impact on team behavior change and performance.

Also, TLB had a positive effect on TE (H4, β = 0.317). The
learning process affected the team’s efficacy, which is the team’s
emotional response. TLB had a positive effect on TEF (H5,
β = 0.193) and was consistent with previous studies’ results that
learning improves the quality of task performance.

Finally, the positive effect on TEF of TE was confirmed (H6,
β = 0.694). In summary, TPS did not directly affect effectiveness
but had a positive effect on other variables. In the other causal
paths, positive causal relationships were identified (see Figure 3
and Table 9).
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TABLE 4 | Result of confirmatory factor analysis.

Factor Indicator Estimate Std. estimate SE t-value CR AVE Cronbach’s α

TPS TPS_1 1.000 0.705 – – 0.809 0.519 0.793
TPS_2 0.758 0.568 0.066 11.600***
TPS_3 0.956 0.812 0.056 17.000***
TPS_5 0.928 0.772 0.060 15.400***

TLB TLB_ex_1 1.000 0.899 – – 0.921 0.627 0.922
TLB_ex_2 0.894 0.846 0.032 27.600***
TLB_ex_3 0.805 0.734 0.038 21.100***

TLB_com_3 0.934 0.892 0.030 31.400***
TLB_cod_1 0.769 0.682 0.041 18.600***
TLB_cod_2 0.921 0.780 0.040 23.300***
TLB_cod_3 0.824 0.675 0.045 18.200***

TE TE_1 1.000 0.873 – – 0.927 0.719 0.925
TE_2 1.033 0.864 0.038 27.300***
TE_4 0.953 0.832 0.038 25.400***
TE_5 0.894 0.836 0.035 25.500***
TE_6 1.130 0.834 0.045 25.300***

TFE TEF_1 1.000 0.844 – – 0.917 0.735 0.916
TEF_3 1.197 0.879 0.046 26.000***
TEF_4 1.168 0.823 0.050 23.300***
TEF_5 1.160 0.881 0.045 25.900***

Model fit

χ2 df NC TLI CFI SRMR RMSEA

Criteria – – Under 5.0 Above 0.90 Above 0.90 Under 0.08 Under 0.10 Interval
Result 650 164 3.963 0.933 0.942 0.044 0.075 0.069∼0.081

*n = 529, ***P < 0.001.

Mediating Effect
For the mediating effects to be statistically significant, the
indirect effect must show significance in the relationship of
the independent variable to the dependent variable. If only
the indirect effect is significant in a proposed model, it is a

TABLE 5 | Test of convergent validity.

Item Factor loading CR AVE

Criteria Above 0.50 Above 0.70 Above 0.50

Accepted Accepted Accepted

TPS 0.714 TPS 0.809 TPS 0.519

TLB 0.787 TLB 0.921 TLB 0.627

TE 0.848 TE 0.927 TE 0.719

TEF 0.857 TEF 0.917 TEF 0.735

TABLE 6 | Correlations between dimensions.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. TPS 5.748 1.249 1 – – –

2. TLB 5.044 1.177 0.728*** 1 – –

3. TE 5.615 1.109 0.750*** 0.769*** 1 –

4. TEF 5.669 1.069 0.630*** 0.772*** 0.857*** 1

***P < 0.001.

full-mediation effect. In a partial-mediation model, both indirect
and direct effects are significant.

The mediating effect of TLB was identified between TPS
and TEF (H7, β = 0.144). Also, the mediating role of TE was
verified between TPS and TEF (H8, β = 0.413). The effect size

TABLE 7 | Test of discriminant validity by r ± 2SE method.

r SE r - (2 × SE) r + (2 × SE) Including 1

TPS↔ TE 0.750 0.026 0.698 0.802 N

TPS↔ TLB 0.728 0.027 0.674 0.782 N

TPS↔ TEF 0.630 0.033 0.564 0.696 N

TLB↔ TE 0.769 0.021 0.727 0.811 N

TE↔ TEF 0.857 0.016 0.826 0.888 N

TLB↔ TEF 0.772 0.021 0.729 0.815 N

TABLE 8 | Test of level issue: ICC and rwg values.

Factor ICC(1) ICC(2) AVG. rwg F-value

≥0.20 ≥0.60 ≥0.50

TPS 0.427 0.770 0.843 4.340***

TLB 0.229 0.572 0.870 2.335***

TE 0.277 0.632 0.907 2.717***

TEF 0.144 0.431 0.892 1.757***

*Average team size: 4.5. *n = 471, ***P < 0.001. Bold values indicate meeting
standards/cut-off criteria of ICC(1), ICC(2), and rwg.
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FIGURE 3 | Research model with regression coefficient values. ns: not significant.

was confirmed, and the upper and lower bounds of the 95%
confidence interval did not contain 0. TLB and TE showed a
double-mediation effect on the relationship between TPS and
TEF (H9, β = 0.165).

The total effect of the research model was significant
(β = 0.722). The applicability of the research model was
supported, and TE was found to have the most substantial
indirect effect. The results of the mediation effect analysis are
presented (see Table 10).

In conclusion, TPS did not directly affect TEF, but TLB
and TE indirectly influenced TEF. It also confirmed that TLB
contributed to team performance through TE. From the above,
the full-mediation and double-mediation effect were found in
the research model.

DISCUSSION

This paper explored how psychological safety influences the
team’s effectiveness through learning behavior and efficacy. We
applied two mediators in the research design to examine causal

TABLE 9 | Result of main effect analysis.

Hypothesis Path β SE t LLCI ULCI Remarks

H1 TPS→ TEF 0.037 0.064 0.413 (0.100) 0.153 Rejected

H2 TPS→ TLB 0.747 0.060 11.349*** 0.563 0.801 Accepted

H3 TPS→ TE 0.596 0.063 7.788*** 0.367 0.618 Accepted

H4 TLB→ TE 0.317 0.069 4.149*** 0.150 0.425 Accepted

H5 TLB→ TEF 0.193 0.060 2.513* 0.032 0.268 Accepted

H6 TE→ TEF 0.694 0.079 7.520*** 0.438 0.752 Accepted

*P< 0.05 and ***P< 0.001.

relationships. In summary, the research model was found to have
a full double-mediation effect. TPS did not have a direct effect on
the dependent variable.

First, based on social cognitive theory, we have found the
crucial roles of learning behavior and efficacy in connecting
psychological safety and TEF. The finding of team learning’s
mediation effect is consistent with previous studies (i.e.,
Kostopoulos and Bozionelos, 2011). Also, the mediating role of
TE has been confirmed. To date, little research has been done on
the mediating role of TE between psychological safety and TEF.
As discussed earlier, psychological factors and climate could alter
the level of efficacy. According to social cognitive theory, traits
such as the team’s expectations and beliefs could be affected by the
psychological factors (environment) and influencing behavior.
When members believe that they can complete a given task,
the team produces more positive results (e.g., Tasa et al., 2007;
Porter et al., 2011).

Second, the results showed that learning behavior positively
affects the team’s efficacy. The result was in line with van
Emmerik et al. (2011). This finding answers the request of
Knapp (2016) for additional research to determine if efficacy
is significantly related to learning behavior at the team level.
Learning behavior is a process that leads to a shared result
and is a link toward change in organizations. If the members
recognize excellent communication in the team, they become
more involved, and the belief in the team’s ability could
be strengthened.

Third, the results did not support one of our hypotheses that
psychological safety affects TEF. The research model supported
full mediation. This result is consistent with the claims of
Edmondson (2012, 2018). Psychological safety is the “engine,” not
“fuel” for performance. If individuals are under an atmosphere
that highly values their ideas and actions, employees can adapt
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themselves even to challenging tasks. A team’s psychological
safety promotes team learning and consequently increases the
team’s effectiveness. Also, the favorable climate promotes the
team’s efficacy and contributes to the performance of the team.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings of the study present important contributions
to the present knowledge in the domain. First, the
research contributes to psychological safety literature by
unfolding its little-known relationship with TE, answering
the theoretical call from Abror (2017) to examine the
relationship between the two constructs. As discussed,
we found a significant effect of TPS to TE, confirming
the mechanism of how team performance is created
through the path.

Today, there is only limited empirical evidence on the effect
of psychological safety to efficacy (Abror, 2017). The author
criticized Edmondson (1999) for putting the two variables
on the same level. Until recently, researchers have insisted
that TPS and TE are both psychological factors on the same
dimension. Therefore, the causal relationship between the two is
rarely experimented. This paper aims to ignite debates on that
theoretical discordance in the future based on the full-mediation
effect identified.

Recent studies started arguing that psychological safety might
affect group efficacy (e.g., Roussin et al., 2016; Hernandez and
Guarana, 2018). In the field of education, researchers started
reporting the relationship between psychological climate and
efficacy. When there is a respectful, collaborative, and trusting
school climate (Bryk et al., 2010; Ronfeldt et al., 2013), teachers
tend to report higher levels of efficacy and more likely to stay in
the profession (Allensworth et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2012). The
research hinted at the theoretical implications and discussions,
moving a step forward under the workplace context.

Second, our research contributes to the current literature of
TEF by developing and exploring the two different mediating
paths, further broadening the boundaries of the studies
in human behavior.

The study extends the prevailing framework for TEF (Cohen
and Bailey, 1997) by adding empirical data. In the research model,
we added a less-proven relationship (i.e., TE as another mediator)
to a “psychological safety–team learning–effectiveness” model,
further contributing to the applicability and the expandability of
the variables as valid predictors in future team studies. To our
knowledge, little research has been conducted at a team level,
incorporating TPS, TLB, TE, and TEF.

We approached from the aspects of social cognitive theory
to explain the TEF creation mechanism that is affected
by psychological factors. Prior literature also examined the
relationship between psychological safety and other outcomes,
integrating theoretical views from social learning theory, social
identification theory, social information processing theory, or
social exchange theory (Carmeli, 2007; De clercq and Rius,
2007; Schaubroeck et al., 2011; Singh et al., 2013; Chen
et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2018). Our
study contributes to building concrete theoretical foundations,
enriching various angles available to decipher the complicated
phenomena under a team context.

The effect of TLB on TE also presents a new perspective.
Previous research has demonstrated that efficacy affects learning
behavior (i.e., van Emmerik et al., 2011). However, the studies
that reported learning behavior’s effect on TE are limited. This
study argues that learning behavior can be a catalyst for the
efficacy of teams.

Furthermore, our research answers Frazier et al.’s (2017) call to
continue research under the team context. Group-level research is
insufficient compared to individual-level studies, and continued
research would contribute to the robustness of related theories
(Frazier et al., 2017).

Third, the study extended the contexts where psychological
safety research takes place. Most of the research was conducted
in western countries and advanced economies (Abror, 2017).
Moreover, most of the literature dealt with limited work context
(e.g., medical, healthcare, and nursing). This research paid
attention to frontline sales and service employees in South Korea,
broadening boundaries for future empirical work.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

The research results may provide several implications for
practice. First, the findings point to the vital role of safety
climate as a performance enabler in an organization. Top
management’s intense pressure can lead to extreme consequences
(Edmondson, 2018). Unconditional emphasis on psychological
safety is also undesirable. Unrestrained psychological well-
being could result in cheating and incompliance with the
group’s social constraints (Pearsall and Ellis, 2011). Leaders
should pay close attention to establishing an equilibrium that
might maximize team performance. Teams can move into a
“learning zone” when accountability for performance interacts
with psychological safety.

Second, the findings also suggest that energizing the team’s
process should be considered for enhanced performance

TABLE 10 | Total, direct, indirect effect of research model.

Hypothesis Effect Path β SE LLCI ULCI Remarks

Total TPS→ TEF 0.722 0.077 0.556 0.861 Full mediation

Direct TPS→ TEF 0.037 0.064 (0.100) 0.153 –

H7 Indirect 1 TPS→ TLB→ TEF 0.144 0.070 0.009 0.276 Accepted

H8 Indirect 2 TPS→ TE→ TEF 0.413 0.074 0.283 0.562 Accepted

H9 Indirect 3 TPS→ TLB→ TE→ TEF 0.165 0.056 0.069 0.286 Accepted
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in teams. When a safe environment is ready, members
facilitate learning from failures (Hirak et al., 2012), and
members’ feedback-seeking behavior and adaptability could be
strengthened (Gong and Li, 2019). Therefore, leaders can take
a strategy that promotes a psychologically safe climate and
stimulates interaction, regardless of external support at a team
level. Raising the team’s efficacy would be a superior strategy, too.
Regarding the limited resources and authority of team leaders,
promoting the team process can be a reliable approach.

Third, the results shed light on the importance of team
learning in an organizational context. There are limitations to a
top-down approach and centralized training. Learning at a lower
level should be stressed as a way of contributing to the firm’s
sustainability. Leaders should pay attention to approaches that
nurture the dynamic learning process that mediates psychological
safety and efficacy, finally leading to performance.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

In this study, we suggest several limitations as follows. First, as
Wang et al. (2018) pointed out, it is still difficult for researchers
to infer causal relationships when there is a possible underlying
bias from research methodology. In any survey method, some
form of bias may be present that leads to the overestimation or
underestimation of coefficients or relations (Bido et al., 2017).
We collected data from multiple sources based on a single survey
followed by a statistical procedure to test the CMB issue. We
recommend future researchers of human behavior in business to
consider the ex ante approach (i.e., the time difference in data
collection) so that they can minimize the bias.

Second, longitudinal data collection would provide a stronger
theoretical foundation than cross-sectional data. The mediation
effect explained by cross-sectional data might not be fully
adequate to reveal the hidden structural relationships (Maxwell
et al., 2011). Replication of this study based on longitudinal

data collection would also be an option for future researchers,
re-simulating the findings of the study.

Third, researchers can consider a new line of methodologies
and other mediation variables. As Newman et al. (2017)
suggested, a qualitative research approach would provide a more
holistic and more profound understanding of how psychological
safety influences the outcome. With more observational
techniques, researches can provide descriptions of a vibrant and
dynamic process of a TEF creation. Several factors can influence
TEF as a mediator or a moderator. Including little known factors
in a research model would provide precious evidence about teams
in an era of rapid change.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1 | Questionnaire and descriptive statistics.

Author Questionnaire Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Edmondson (1999) Members criticized when making a mistake* 5.254 1.045 0.682 0.536

Can bring up work problems and awkward stories

Members often ignore other people’s opinions*

Able to take risks

Cannot ask for help from other members*

Members do not degrade my efforts

My own skills and talents appreciated and utilized

Gibson and Vermeulen (2003) Actively propose new ideas for tasks 4.932 1.321 0.500 0.087

Creating a new way of doing things.

Ideas and practices often introduced to other teams

Mutual communication 5.535 1.272 1.072 0.977

Chance to express own opinions

Exchange ideas with each other

Documents the details of work 4.533 1.409 0.246 0.415

Records good ideas

Records or manages best practice

Total 5.000 1.205 0.593 0.236

Riggs and Knight (1994) Has above-average ability 5.562 1.080 0.781 0.572

Members have the best work skills

Some members can’t do their job properly*

Excellent performance compared to other teams

Can achieve more than the team’s goal

Very efficient

Williams and Anderson (1991) Fulfilling responsibilities given by the organization 5.678 1.030 0.702 0.228

Achieving the level of task that we expect

Meeting official performance requirements

Doing a key role that can improve team’s evaluation

*Reverse-coded.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 15 July 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 158136

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-571401 November 12, 2020 Time: 18:47 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 17 November 2020

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.571401

Edited by:
Carlos Francisco De Sousa Reis,

University of Coimbra, Portugal

Reviewed by:
Jim Allen McCleskey,

Western Governors University,
United States

Alessandro De Carlo,
Giustino Fortunato University, Italy

*Correspondence:
Yongli Wang

wangyli@mail.sysu.edu.cn

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 10 June 2020
Accepted: 20 October 2020

Published: 17 November 2020

Citation:
Yang Y, Wang Y, Lu H and Tan L

(2020) Too Insecure to Be a Leader:
The Role of Attachment in Leadership

Emergence.
Front. Psychol. 11:571401.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.571401

Too Insecure to Be a Leader: The
Role of Attachment in Leadership
Emergence
Yang Yang1, Yongli Wang1* , Hailing Lu2 and Ling Tan1

1 Business School, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou, China, 2 School of Economics and Management, Nanjing University
of Science and Technology, Nanjing, China

The antecedents of leadership emergence have received increasing attention over
the past decades. Extant work has found that traits that involve getting along with
other members in social relations can help employees emerge as leaders. However,
attachment has been ignored, even though it can provide a distinct relational perspective
to getting along. This study investigates the relationship between attachment and
leadership emergence as well as the mediating role of negative emotion and the
moderating role of initiating structure in the relationship. Specifically, based on
multisource data of 100 employees and their supervisors, the results reveal that avoidant
attachment and anxious attachment exert a negative impact on leadership emergence
via negative emotion. Moreover, the mediating effect on the above relationship is weaker
when employees are at a high initiating structure level. The findings imply that insecurely
attached employees can also be leaders if they expend more effort and focus more on
task completion.
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INTRODUCTION

Leadership emergence refers to “the degree to which a person who is not in a formal position of
authority influences the other members of a group” (Côté et al., 2010, p. 496). With more autonomy
and decision-making responsibility provided for employees (Guzzo and Dickson, 1996), leadership
emergence has a greater impact on employee performance and team effectiveness. Specifically, at
the individual level, employees high in informal leadership will perform better as a result of team
members’ support and high work motivation. At the team level, leadership emergence can also
promote team cooperation and improve team performance (Taggar et al., 1999; Cogliser et al., 2012;
Zhang et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2018). Given the importance of informal leadership, a growing body of
literature has explored the antecedents of leadership emergence in recent years (Ensari et al., 2011;
Tuncdogan et al., 2017).

Over the last 30 years, increasing evidence has shown that traits can explain some of the variance
in leadership emergence (Zaccaro et al., 1991). In other words, leadership emergence depends
on other members’ perception of whether the employee holds the prototypical traits of a leader
(Lord and Maher, 1990). Existing research has revealed that traits involving getting along with
other members increase opportunities for occupational success. Hence, getting along is a critical
explanation of emergence as a leader (Hogan, 1996; Taggar et al., 1999; Hogan and Holland, 2003).
Many studies have explored the influence of the Big Five, leadership motives, and narcissism on
leadership emergence, which involve broad traits with multifaceted natures. Only some facets of
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these variables reflect getting along at work (Luria and Berson,
2013; Marinova et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019). Despite the
importance of these variables, exploring traits that are “more
directly related to how people relate to other people,” such as
attachment, can add to our understanding of the nature of getting
along (Richards and Schat, 2011, p169).

Attachment is defined as the propensity to seek and develop
emotional bonds with others (Bowlby, 1969), which are more
directly related to how people relate to each other than broad
traits (Richards and Schat, 2011). Noftle and Shaver (2006) found
that attachment can show more significant predictive power for a
relationship than the Big Five, while many argue that attachment
can endow a unique significance to getting along (Yip et al., 2018).
However, although attachment may be an important determinant
of leadership emergence, it has not yet received due attention.
Only a few studies have investigated how attachment exerts an
impact on leadership emergence (Mikulincer and Florian, 1995;
Berson et al., 2006), and the issue of why it does so remains
untilled. Only by exploring how, why, and when attachment
exerts an impact on leadership emergence can we adopt effective
means to promote employees’ leadership.

Attachment has two dimensions: avoidant attachment and
anxious attachment. Employees with high avoidant attachment
or high anxious attachment are considered to display insecure
attachment. For an adequate understanding of attachment, it
is necessary to explore the mediating mechanism. Attachment
has effects on emotional response patterns (Collins, 1996).
Specifically, avoidant and anxious attachment can lead to more
negative emotion (Richards and Schat, 2011). According to
socioanalytic theory, negative emotion is not aligned with getting
along (Staw et al., 1994). Hence, employees will not be prone to
emerge as leaders when their negative emotion is increased by
insecure attachment.

We argue that insecurely attached employees are seen as
leaders significantly less often than securely attached employees
due to negative emotion. Can insecurely attached employees
never be leaders? According to socioanalytic theory, getting along
with other members and getting ahead among other members can
both contribute to leadership emergence (Hogan and Holland,
2003; Marinova et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019). Employees may be
simultaneously low in getting along and high in getting ahead, and
a high level of getting ahead may buffer the negative impact of
a low level of getting along on leadership emergence. Initiating
structure reflects the degree to which an employee is oriented
toward goal attainment (Fleishman, 1973), which corresponds
to getting ahead (Hogan and Holland, 2003). We can assume
that, although insecure attachment and negative emotions are
not conducive to getting along, attention to task completion
and goal attainment can facilitate getting ahead and buffer the
negative impact. In other words, initiating structure will weaken
the relationship among insecure attachment, negative emotion,
and leadership emergence.

Our study investigates how, why, and when insecure
attachment impairs leadership emergence (Figure 1). This study
contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First,
attachment can more directly reflect how people get along with
other people than the Big Five (Richards and Schat, 2011). This

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model of the study.

study examine how getting along exerts an impact on leadership
emergence through a distinct relational perspective. Second, we
use socioanalytic theory to examine the underlying mechanism of
negative emotion between attachment and leadership emergence.
The findings could deepen our understanding of the processes
by which attachment influences leadership emergence. Moreover,
by investigating the moderating effect of initiating structure,
we find a complementary effect of getting along and getting
ahead. The findings imply that insecurely attached employees can
also be leaders if they expend more effort and focus more on
task completion.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Attachment and Negative Emotion
Attachment, the special emotional connection between caregivers
and infants, has an effect across different relationships over
the lifespan of an individual (Bowlby, 1969). According to the
internal working model, attachment, which consists of avoidant
attachment and anxious attachment, can impact beliefs about
the self and others throughout a person’s lifespan (Collins,
1996). Specifically, avoidantly attached individuals believe others
are untrustworthy or malevolent, whereas anxiously attached
individuals believe that they are essentially unlovable (Brennan
et al., 1998; Mikulincer and Shaver, 2015). In sum, attachment
can activate individuals’ views of themselves and others, which in
turn exert a direct impact on cognitive response and emotional
response (Collins, 1996; Collins et al., 2004).

According to the internal working model, avoidantly and
anxiously attached individuals experience greater negative
emotion than individuals who are securely attached (Mikulincer
and Shaver, 2007). Attachment has both direct and indirect
effects on emotional response. First, attachment is affect-laden
and can directly trigger emotional responses (Collins, 1996).
Insecurely attached individuals appraise others as untrustworthy
and unavailable when dealing with interpersonal relationships
(Frazier et al., 2015). Hence, the negative emotion of insecurely
attached individuals may be automatically activated when
bonding with others (Collins, 1996). Second, attachment can
influence negative emotion indirectly by cognitive response,
one aspect of which is explanatory style. Individuals with
different explanatory styles are predisposed to different emotions.
Insecurely attached individuals hold negative beliefs about
themselves and others; thus, they are prone to explain
events in a negative way (Collins, 1996). Insecurely attached
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individuals’ pessimistic explanations will result in negative
emotion. Therefore, we can argue that avoidant and anxious
individuals are characterized by a range of negative emotions in
the workplace (Magai et al., 1995).

The relationship between insecure attachment and negative
emotion has been well studied. Insecure attachment is associated
with more frequent and intense negative emotions (Feeney, 1999;
Richards and Schat, 2011). Specifically, avoidant attachment
is associated with greater disgust, shame, anxiety, disgust,
contempt, fear, hostility, and envy (Magai and McFadden,
1995; Consedine and Magai, 2003; Paech et al., 2016), whereas
anxiously attached individuals experience greater fear, shame,
hostility, envy, depression, and anger (Mikulincer et al., 1990;
Magai and McFadden, 1995; Paech et al., 2016). In sum, we
assume that avoidantly and anxiously attached individuals have
more negative emotions than securely attached individuals.

Hypothesis 1: Avoidant and anxious attachments are positively
associated with employees’ negative emotions.

Attachment, Negative Emotion, and
Leadership Emergence
Leadership emergence depends on other members’ perceptions
of whether an employee holds the prototypical traits of a leader
(Lord and Maher, 1990; Epitropaki and Martin, 2004). The
utilization of socioanalytic theory for leadership emergence can
provide specific insights into leadership emergence on the basis
of traits and can demonstrate the perspectives of both actors
and observers (Hogan and Holland, 2003; Marinova et al.,
2013). According to socioanalytic theory, all employees work in
groups. The social processes of getting along with other team
members and getting ahead among other team members can
jointly influence career success (Hogan and Holland, 2003). To
get along, employees should be friendly and positive. They must
“demonstrate interpersonal skill, work with others, show positive
attitudes, and share credit.” To get ahead, employees should be
responsible and have initiative. They must “work with energy,
exhibit effort, value productivity, and show concern for quality”
(Hogan and Holland, 2003, p. 105). Getting along and getting
ahead can both help employees obtain higher status in groups
(Hogan, 1982) and contribute to leadership emergence.

Employees with more negative emotions cannot be positive
and friendly, which is not conducive to getting along with others.
Specifically, employees with negative emotion show less favorable
altruism and cooperation with other members; correspondingly,
employees with negative emotion receive more unfavorable
feedback from other members than coworkers with positive
emotion (Staw et al., 1994). Hence, the expression of negative
emotion leads to unfavorable interaction with team members and
is detrimental to getting along with other members.

Employees’ negative emotions are not conducive to getting
along, which in turn destroys leadership emergence. Past studies
have found that emotion plays a critical role in leadership (Gooty
et al., 2010). Employees with negative emotion are less preferred
as leaders and are judged to be less effective in their leadership
roles than positive individuals (Schaumberg and Flynn, 2012).

Hypothesis 2: Negative emotion is negatively associated with
leadership emergence.

Employees with avoidant and anxious attachments experience
more negative emotions, which influences their ability to get
along with other members. Getting along is an important
determinant of leadership emergence (Hogan and Holland,
2003; Marinova et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019). In summary,
we assume that attachment influences leadership emergence via
negative emotion.

Hypothesis 3: Negative emotion mediates the relationship
between avoidant/anxious attachment and
leadership emergence.

The Moderating Role of Initiating
Structure
According to socioanalytic theory, employees can be perceived
as leaders by both getting along and getting ahead (Hogan
and Holland, 2003; Marinova et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019).
Getting along focuses on building and maintaining interpersonal
relationships, whereas getting ahead focuses on task completion
and goal attainment. Getting along and getting ahead jointly
influence leadership emergence by unique mechanisms
(Marinova et al., 2013). Extant work has indicated that
getting along and getting ahead may be incompatible (Hogan
and Holland, 2003). This means that employees may be
simultaneously low in getting along and high in getting ahead.
A high level of getting ahead may buffer the negative impact of
a low level of getting along on leadership emergence. Hence, the
negative relationship between negative emotion and leadership
emergence may be weaker when an employee emphasizes
getting ahead.

Initiating structure is defined as the degree to which an
employee is oriented toward goal attainment (Fleishman, 1973;
Mikulincer et al., 1990), which corresponds to the effort to
get ahead in the workplace (Hogan and Holland, 2003). When
employees have a relatively low initiating structure, getting along
becomes the only path to emerge as a leader. Thus, negative
emotion may exert a more powerful impact on leadership
emergence. When employees have a relatively high initiating
structure, they may be at a high level of getting ahead; thus,
getting along, and the expression of negative emotion, may play
a less important role in determining the emergence of leadership.
Hence, we assume that initiating structure can weaken the effect
of negative emotion on leadership emergence. The leadership
emergence of employees with a relatively low initiating structure
is more likely to be affected by negative emotion than the
leadership emergence of those with a high initiating structure.

Hypothesis 4: Initiating structure moderates the relationship
between negative emotion and leadership
emergence such that the negative relationship is
weaker among followers with high rather than low
levels of initiating structure.

Hypothesis 5: Initiating structure moderates the strength of the
mediated relationships between avoidant/anxious
attachment and leadership emergence via negative
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emotion such that the mediated relationship will
be weaker under a high initiating structure than
under a low initiating structure.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
We invited part-time MBA graduate students from five classes to
participate in the study. Part-time MBA students take weekend
classes at the university and work on weekdays. They all have
more than 3 years of work experience and formal supervisors.
One hundred pairs of MBA students (female, 51%; male, 49%)
and their immediate supervisors agreed to take part in the study.

Each student received a packet containing a pair of
matching follower and leader questionnaires. The MBA followers
completed the follower questionnaire, and then, they asked their
supervisors to fill out the leader questionnaire. Each supervisor
received a short letter explaining the study and assuring them
of the confidentiality of responses as well as an envelope
with a unique seal.

Measures
Attachment
Attachment was evaluated with the Experience in Close
Relationships (ECR) scale (Brennan et al., 1998). The ECR scale
contains 36 items to identify avoidant and anxious attachments.
The avoidant attachment items include “It helps to turn to my
romantic partner in times of need.” The anxious attachment
items include “I need many reassurances that I am loved by
my partner.” Responses are based on a 7-point scale ranging
from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The coefficient
alpha was 0.880 for avoidant attachment, and for anxious
attachment, it was 0.872.

The ECR scale includes items that describe employees’ feelings
in close relationships. According to the internal working model,
attachment can reflect general beliefs about the self and others
throughout a person’s lifespan (Collins, 1996), and these beliefs
remain relatively stable across different relationships over the
life course (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2003). Hence, the ECR scale
specific to close relationships can reflect employees’ attitudes and
behavior patterns in work settings. The ECR scale is a valid and
most widely used measurement of attachment (Mikulincer and
Shaver, 2007; Yip et al., 2018). Many studies have investigated
the impact of attachment on work settings using the ECR
scale (Dahling and Librizzi, 2015; Reizer, 2019). Hence, it is
theoretically reasonable to employ the ECR scale to assess
employees’ attachment style in work settings.

Negative Emotion
We used the positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS)
scale to measure employees’ negative emotion. Existing research
has found that the PANAS scale is highly internally consistent,
largely uncorrelated, and stable at appropriate levels over a 2-
month time period (Watson et al., 1988). The negative emotion
dimension consists of 10 emotional adjectives, such as “nervous”
and “distress.” Employees rate themselves on a 7-point frequency

ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). The coefficient alpha for the
current study was 0.902.

Initiating Structure
Employee initiating structures were measured by a leader
behavior description questionnaire (Stogdill, 1963). The 10-item
initiating structure dimension includes “I let group members
know what is expected of them.” Employees rate themselves on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree).
The coefficient alpha for the current study was 0.912.

Leadership Emergence
To rate employees’ leadership emergence, the supervisors
completed the 3-item scale, including “potential for advancement
in your organization” (Marinova et al., 2013). Immediate leaders
rated the items on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (totally
disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The coefficient alpha for the current
study was 0.883.

Leadership emergence has typically been measured in larger
groups (Judge et al., 2002). The measures were designed mainly
for leaderless workgroups or short-lived groups. However, extant
research has revealed that informal leadership can also emerge
and exert an impact on others in a well-established organizational
context despite the formal presence of supervisors (Wheelan
and Johnston, 1996). In this circumstance, “supervisors are most
likely to be knowledgeable about leadership emergence processes”
(Marinova et al., 2013, p. 1263). We conducted this study on
employees with existing supervisors. Thus, it is rational that
supervisors rated the potential of the employee become an
effective leader and study leadership emergence in pairs.

Control Variables
We controlled for the sex (0 = male, 1 = female), age (1 = 20–
29 years old, 2 = 30–39 years old, 3 = 40–49 years old,
4 = 50+ years old) and education (1 = bachelor’s degree, 2 = college
degree, 3 = master’s degree) of the participants in our analyses.
In addition, on the basis of socioanalytic theory, consideration
reflected the effort to get along (Hogan and Holland, 2003),
which might exert an impact on leadership emergence. Thus,
we measured consideration with a leader behavior description
questionnaire (Stogdill, 1963). The consideration dimension
contains 10 items. Sample items include “I do little things to
make it pleasant to be a member of the group” and “I treat
all group members as my equals.” The coefficient alpha in this
study was 0.890.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
We conducted confirmatory factor analyses at an individual level
using Mplus 7.4 to test the measurement model. We specified
avoidant attachment, anxious attachment, negative emotion,
initiating structure, and leadership emergence as separate factors.
Compared with the small sample size in this study, there were too
many parameters. Hence, we could not assess a complete item-
level confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We used item parcels
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Sex 0.490 0.502

2. Age 1.640 0.560 −0.192

3. Education 2.340 0.476 −0.112 0.085

4. Consideration 5.303 0.732 −0.128 −0.054 −0.038

5. Avoidant attachment 2.837 0.859 −0.139 0.025 0.137 −0.241*

6. Anxious attachment 3.139 0.880 −0.059 −0.006 −0.054 −0.122 0.257**

7. Negative emotion 2.803 1.005 −0.033 0.180 0.019 −0.038 0.321** 0.298**

8. Initiating structure 4.979 0.896 −0.036 0.114 0.113 0.609** −0.256* −0.159 −0.161

9. Leadership emergence 5.960 0.835 −0.009 0.048 0.068 0.270** −0.283** −0.201* −0.327** 0.480**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

TABLE 2 | Results of the structural equation model.

Variables Negative emotion Leader emergence

M1 γ (SE) M2 γ (SE)

Sex 0.132 (0.192) −0.065 (0.155)

Age 0.345* (0.168) 0.052 (0.158)

Education −0.028 (0.206) 0.101 (0.162)

Consideration 0.107 (0.157) −0.011 (0.124)

Avoidant attachment 0.334** (0.115) −0.126 (0.096)

Anxious attachment 0.272* (0.110) −0.024 (0.088)

Negative emotion −0.185* (0.083)

Initiating structure 0.363** (0.101)

Negative emotion × Initiating structure 0.135* (0.067)

R2 0.192 0.320

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

instead (Little et al., 2002; Moore et al., 2019). We randomly
parceled off avoidant attachment, anxious attachment, negative
emotion, and initiating structure into three indicators.

The fit indices showed that the hypothesized five-factor model
[χ2 = 104.648, df = 80; root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.056; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.968; Tucker–
Lewis index (TLI) = 0.958] yielded a better fit to the data than a
four-factor model (avoidant attachment and anxious attachment)
(χ2 = 192.018, df = 84; RMSEA = 0.113; CFI = 0.860; TLI = 0.825)
and a one-factor model (χ2 = 551.719, df = 90; RMSEA = 0.226;
CFI = 0.401; TLI = 0.302). These CFA results also provided
support for the distinctiveness of the five study variables for
subsequent analyses.

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among
the variables in this study are presented in Table 1. Avoidant
attachment (r = 0.321, p = 0.001) and anxious attachment
(r = 0.298, p = 0.003) were positively related to negative emotion,
and negative emotion was negatively related to leadership
emergence (r =−0.327, p = 0.001).

Hypothesis Tests
We used Mplus 7.4 to test the mediation and moderated
mediation hypotheses (Table 2). First, we found that employees’
avoidant and anxious attachments were significantly and

FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of initiating structure on the negative
emotion–leadership emergence relationship.

positively related to negative emotion (γ = 0.334, SE = 0.115,
p = 0.004; γ = 0.272, SE = 0.110, p = 0.013). Therefore, hypothesis
1 was supported.

Second, the path coefficient for the effect of negative
emotion on leadership emergence was significant (γ = −0.185,
SE = 0.083, p = 0.026). The mediating effect of negative emotion
was found in the relationship between avoidant attachment
[indirect effect = 0.062, 95% CI = (−0.163, −0.010)]/anxious
attachment [indirect effect = −0.050, 95% CI = (−0.143,
−0.007)] and leadership emergence. Therefore, hypotheses 2 and
3 were supported.

Third, the results showed that initiating structure moderated
the relationship between negative emotion and leadership
emergence (γ = −0.135, SE = 0.067, p = 0.044) (Figure 2).
When the initiating structure of employees was low, negative
emotion had a significant negative effect on leadership emergence
(γ =−0.306, SE = 0.107, p = 0.004). When the initiating structure
of employees was high, negative emotion had no significant effect
on leadership emergence (γ = −0.065, SE = 0.098, p = 0.511).
Therefore, hypothesis 4 was supported.

Finally, the results supported the moderated mediation
model. The mediation effect was relatively stronger when the
initiating structure was low as opposed to when it was high.
When the initiating structure of employees was low, avoidant
and anxious attachments had an indirect effect on leadership
emergence [indirect effect =−0.102, 95% CI = (−0.234,−0.027);
indirect effect = −0.083, 95% CI = (−0.208, −0.015)]. When
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the initiating structure of employees was high, avoidant and
anxious attachments did not have an indirect effect on leadership
emergence [indirect effect = −0.022, 95% CI = (−0.109,
0.039); indirect effect = −0.018, 95% CI = (−0.093, 0.033)].
The difference between these indirect effects was significant
[1indirect effect = 0.081, 95% CI = (0.010, 0.204); 1indirect
effect = 0.066, 95% CI = (0.005, 0.187)]. Therefore, hypothesis
5 was supported.

DISCUSSION

Drawing on the socioanalytic theory of leadership emergence,
through a mediated moderation model, we examined the role
of negative emotion and initiating structure in the relationship
between attachment and leadership emergence. Our findings
showed that avoidant and anxious attachments are detrimental
to leadership emergence through negative emotion, and this
relationship is moderated by initiating structure. Specifically, the
mediated relationship is weaker under a high initiating structure
than under a low initiating structure. These findings have both
theoretical and practical implications.

Theoretical Implications
The primary theoretical contribution of this study is that it
identifies the effect of attachment on leadership emergence
through a distinct relational perspective. Most prior research on
leadership emergence has focused on broad traits. Compared
with broad traits, attachment can more directly reflect how
people relate to other people, which in turn influences
work behavior (Richards and Schat, 2011). Attachment is
critical to getting along; however, it has been ignored in the
past. In this study, we examined how attachment influence
leadership emergence. Moreover, due to the difference in
avoidant and anxious attachments, we investigated the
relationships respectively, this approach is superior to past
research (Berson et al., 2006).

Second, on the basis of internal working model, attachment
can activate individuals’ view of themselves and others and
can have a direct impact on emotion (Collins, 1996). Past
research has neglected the underlying mechanism between
attachment and leadership emergence (Mikulincer and Florian,
1995; Berson et al., 2006). We explored the mediating process
in our study and found that attachment exerted an impact on
leadership emergence via negative emotion. These findings could
deepen our understanding of the complexities of attachment
for organizations and why attachment plays a role in the
emergence of leadership.

Finally, according to socioanalytic theory, getting along and
getting ahead can both contribute to leadership emergence
(Hogan and Holland, 2003). In the past, researchers have
distinguished the unique mechanisms behind leadership
emergence (Marinova et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019). However, the
relationship between getting along and getting ahead has been
neglected. Thus, we tested their complementary effect in our
study. We found that getting ahead could make up for the lack
of getting along; that is, the negative association between being

inadequate at getting along and leadership emergence could be
weakened by a high focus on getting ahead.

Practical Implications
The findings of our study have several practical implications for
both supervisors and employees. First, we found that employees
with a high prevalence of negative emotion tend to be rated
lower as emerging leaders. Negative emotion is detrimental to
the career development of employees. This finding can inspire
employees to try to control negative emotional expression in the
workplace. Similarly, supervisors should realize that it is essential
to establish efficient mechanisms to relieve negative emotion
in the workplace.

The results also showed that insecurely attached employees are
usually not regarded as leaders. However, most organizational
studies have assumed that attachment is stable and consistent
throughout an employee’s life span (Harms, 2011). Can insecurely
attached employees never emerge as leaders? According to
our study, getting along is not the only path to leadership
emergence. Thus, it is important for insecurely attached
employees to expend more effort on task completion and
goal attainment. Our study can inspire employees who cannot
get along with other members to pay more attention to
getting ahead.

Limitations and Future Research
Although our study used multisource data, it has several
limitations. First, we used cross-sectional data in this
study. Although traits preexist in emotional responses and
behaviors according to the theoretical rationale, we cannot
draw conclusions about causality without a longitudinal
design. Reverse causation may exist between negative emotion
and leadership emergence. Leaders’ assessments of their
employees as “not having potential for advancement” may
provide some clues to the target of the perception of negative
evaluation, which leads to negative emotion. Future studies
can design longitudinal research to rule out the possibility of
reverse causation.

Second, the leadership emergence of employees was rated by
their immediate supervisors in our study. Although “supervisors
are most likely to be knowledgeable about leadership emergence
processes in organization” (Marinova et al., 2013, p. 1263),
leadership emergence focuses on the process of employees
becoming influential with other members in a work team
(Marinova et al., 2013). It may be preferable to assess group
agreement on leadership emergence across multiple raters
(Taggar et al., 1999). Future research can explore whether
attachment exerts a similar impact on leadership emergence
when it is measured by multiple members.

Third, we used the ECR scale to assess attachment,
which contains items specific to close relationships. Although,
according to the internal working model, attachment remains
relatively stable across different relationships over the life course
(Mikulincer and Shaver, 2003), the focus on close relationships
may limit the ECR’s applicability to work settings. Future
studies may consider the ECR-RS and state adult attachment
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measure (SAAM) scales to assess attachment style, which
replace “close relationship” with “others” (Gillath et al., 2009;
Fraley et al., 2011).

Fourth, the sample of this study was sourced from an MBA
class, which included employees from different organizations.
We omitted the effect of organizational culture. A study in
the army found no difference between secure individuals and
avoidant individuals in being nominated as a leader (Mikulincer
and Florian, 1995), which indicates that the characteristics of
leaders may be different in different organizational cultures.
Future research could benefit by controlling the cultural variables
in an organization.

Fifth, according to the internal working model, anxious
and avoidant attachments involve unique traits with regard to
emotion and cognition (Collins, 1996; Collins et al., 2004).
Another limitation of this study is that we focused only on
the emotional path of the relationship between attachment and
leadership emergence. It would be fruitful for future studies
to examine the mediating effect of cognition about the self
and others. Avoidantly attached individuals perceive others
as untrustworthy (Hazan and Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer, 1998;
Mikulincer and Shaver, 2005), which may influence attribution
and damage leadership emergence (Collins, 1996).

Finally, attachment is a dyadic attribute. Employees and
supervisors possess attachment simultaneously. The attachment
of both members of the dyad needs to be taken into account
(Harms, 2011). For example, avoidant-attached leaders may
prefer employees with an avoidant attachment style instead of a
secure attachment style as leaders. Future studies can examine the
effect of the attachment styles of a dyad on leadership emergence.

CONCLUSION

Many previous studies on the antecedents of leadership
emergence have focused on the Big Five. Attachment can
reflect how people relate to other people and can provide
a distinct relational perspective on leadership emergence.

However, the perspective of the critical influence of attachment
on leadership emergence is less prevalent. In this study,
we examined the underlying mechanism of attachment and
leadership emergence. We found that avoidant and anxious
attachment can decrease leadership emergence via the expression
of negative emotion. Furthermore, an initiating structure can
weaken this relationship.
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Organizational identification (OI) has increasingly attracted scholarly attention as a
key factor in understanding organizational processes and in fostering efficient human
resource (HR) management. Available evidence shows that organizational ethical climate
crucially predicts OI, a key determinant of both employees’ attitudes and behaviors. In
the present paper, we examined the relationship between two specific ethical climates
(self-interest vs. friendship), distributed leadership (DL), and employees’ attitudes and
behaviors, incorporating OI as a core underlying mechanism driving these relationships.
Three hundred and forty-two employees filled out questionnaires to examine ethical
climate, DL, OI, and a series of measures concerning attitudes and behaviors toward
the organization. Structural equation modeling confirmed that a perception of an ethical
climate of friendship (but not self-interest) fostered OI, which elicited higher commitment,
perceived trust and recommendation, and lower turnover intention. Perception of DL
further contributed to increasing OI. Our findings suggest that HR practices should
carefully consider employee perceptions of a collectivistic (vs. individualistic) ethical
climate, together with perceptions of DL, as key determinants of positive organizational
outcomes. We discuss results in light of the social identity approach and present
practical implications for HR management.

Keywords: ethical climate, distributed leadership, identification, work outcomes, outcomes

INTRODUCTION

In the last three decades, both researchers and practitioners interested in organizational processes
focused their attention on the psychological link between employees and their organizations.
Understanding the strength of such a link is crucial for the development and implementation
of efficient human resource (HR) policies and practices. HR management (HRM) must deal
with the new operational and organizational scenarios that have recently been unfolding in a
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timely and creative manner (Cornelissen et al., 2007). As change
is no longer a rare event to cope with but rather the norm,
HRM is progressively moving its focus toward processes that
deal with the communication and sharing of values, visions, and
objectives that allow workers to better face these continuous
transformations and challenges (He and Brown, 2013; Bednar
et al., 2020). Consequently, organizational identification (OI)
started playing a key role in strategic management research,
primarily for its effects on many motivational factors, work
outcomes, attitudes, behavioral intentions, and team dynamics
(Meyer et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2011; Smith, 2011; Peters et al., 2013;
Zagenczyk et al., 2020).

Recently, the concept of OI has been related to moral
characteristics of organizational environment and leadership
style. Researchers proposed that employees’ perception of
different ethical climates may determine different degrees of OI,
and this, in turn, may influence their attitudes and behaviors
(Pagliaro et al., 2018; Teresi et al., 2019). In the present paper,
building on Pagliaro et al.’s (2018) findings, we explored the role
of OI between the perception of ethical climate(s) and employees’
reactions. Moreover, attempting to extend our knowledge about
the key role of OI, distributed leadership agency (DLA) (Jønsson
et al., 2016) was considered as a further additional antecedent.

OI, Antecedents, and Outcomes
There has been an increasing interest in applying the social
identity approach (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987) to
the classical topics of organizational psychology. According to the
social identity approach, a fundamental part of people’s identity
is derived from the groups they belong to, and this has several
relevant consequences in terms of cognition, affect, and behavior.

From the seminal work by Ashfort and Mael (1989), such
a theorization has been fruitfully applied to organizational
settings. OI refers to the psychological link, coupled with its
emotional value, between an employee and his/her organization.
Scholars extensively examined organizational behaviors in light
of the social identity approach, shedding light on topics such as
leader–follower relations, decision making, job strain, turnover
intentions, work motivation, and organizational trust (Haslam,
2004). In a recent meta-analysis, Lee et al. (2015) showed a
significant effect size between OI and both positive job attitudes
and behaviors. Therefore, we anticipated the following:

Hypothesis 1a: OI will be positively related to positive
work outcomes and negatively to
turnover intention.

Organizational identification was extensively found to mediate
the effects of a wide range of moral organizational and
leadership dimensions on many different work outcomes (such
as performance, motivational, and behavioral ones) (Islam et al.,
2019; Malik et al., 2019; Zappalà et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2020;
Miao and Zhou, 2020). Moreover, drawing on the social identity
approach and recent indications regarding moral identity, and
perceptions about culture, climate, and supervisors’ values, OI
can be considered as an antecedent of the interlocking processes
of sense-giving and sense-making which help self-categorization

as an organizational member (Van Knippenberg and Sleebos,
2006; Hardy and Carlo, 2011; Ellemers and Haslam, 2012). This
evidence motivated the examination of OI as a mediator between
ethical climate as well as DLA and measured outcomes:

Hypothesis 1b: OI will mediate the effects of ethical climate
and leadership style on work outcomes.

Ethical Work Climate, Moral Norms, and
Prescribed Behaviors
Since the late 1980s, broad scientific and managerial debates
have developed around the organizational, group, and personal
mechanisms involved in the various forms of questionable
practices and negative work behaviors that can lead to significant
organizational and social costs (e.g., Huang et al., 2017). The
concept of ethical climate has started playing a growing role
among the seemingly manageable antecedents of employee
behavior (Martin and Cullen, 2006; Mayer, 2014; Newman et al.,
2017). Ethical work climate has been classically defined as
“a set of shared perceptions of procedures and policies, both
codified and informal, which shape expectations for ethical
behavior within an organization or a company” (Victor and
Cullen, 1987). Other scholars proposed alternative definitions
focusing their attention on specific organizational aspects rather
than on individual aspects, nonetheless confirming ethical
climate as a central construct in exploring moral norms
and prescribed behaviors at work (e.g., Wang and Hsieh,
2012; Ning and Zhaoyi, 2017). Ethical climate can provide
employees with the behavioral guidelines that help them
discern what is acceptable from what is sanctionable in the
workplace and thus represents a strong group regulation tool
(DeRue and Ashford, 2010).

Since Victor and Cullen’s (1987) taxonomy, different types
of ethical climates and different ways of differentiating between
these have been proposed (e.g., Babin et al., 2000; Schminke
et al., 2005). A theoretical distinction can be made between an
ethical organizational climate of self-interest (which underlines
an individualistic and independent way of dealing with ethical
issues within the organization) and an ethical organizational
climate of friendship (which instead subsumes a collective and
interdependent way of dealing with the same ethical issues;
Cullen et al., 1993; Pagliaro et al., 2018; Teresi et al., 2019).

Several studies have examined the impact of (different)
ethical climate, acknowledging its practical implications and
importance within the organizational life (Newman et al.,
2017). Ethical climate has been demonstrated to significantly
impact employee’s ethical behavior (e.g., Treviño et al., 1998),
attitudes (e.g., Deshpande, 1996; Schwepker, 2001), motivational
aspects (commitment, e.g., Babin et al., 2000; proactive customer
service performance, e.g., Lau et al., 2017; and helping behavior,
e.g., Kalshoven and Boon, 2012), turnover intentions (e.g.,
Mulki et al., 2006), organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs)
(e.g., Pagliaro et al., 2018), organizational deviance (e.g.,
Hsieh and Wang, 2016), and a range of counterproductive
behaviors, including tardiness or absenteeism (Peterson, 2002;
Jaramillo et al., 2006).
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In brief, ethical climate is associated with higher positive work
behaviors and negatively related to deviant work behaviors (Choi
et al., 2015). Specifically, a comparison between an ethical climate
promoting benevolent behaviors and one driven by some form
of self-interest shows that the former is strongly associated with
performance and employees’ positive attitudes and behaviors
(e.g., Peterson, 2002; Mayer, 2014). Building on these premises,
we anticipate the following:

Hypothesis 2a: Friendship ethical climate will be positively
related to positive outcomes and negatively to
turnover intention.

Hypothesis 2b: Self-interest ethical climate will be negatively
related to positive outcomes and positively to
turnover intention.

Recently, Pagliaro et al. (2018); see also Teresi et al., 2019, in
a theoretical framework based on the social identity approach,
compared the effects of two specific perceived ethical climates
on employees’ attitudes and behaviors. They found a positive
association between the perception of a friendship climate and
OI, which then was positively related to OCB and negatively
related to counterproductive work behaviors. Conversely, a
negative association between the perception of a self-interest
climate and OI emerged. Building on these results, we predicted
the following:

Hypothesis 2c: Friendship ethical climate will be
positively related to OI.

Hypothesis 2d: Self-interest ethical climate will be
negatively related to OI.

Values, Climate, and Distributed
Leadership
Leadership represents one of the fundamental aspects of
organizational life, critical in shaping employee attitudes and
behavior. While some scholars have focused on the transmission
of organizational values from the leader to the employees and
its effects on employees’ outcomes (Graber and Kilpatrick, 2008;
Mancheno et al., 2009), others examined the associations between
styles and types of leadership and ethical climate (Brown et al.,
2005; Ning and Zhaoyi, 2017).

Furthermore, empirical evidence highlights that self-
managing teams, delegation, and decentralized charts enable
companies to better handle change and complexity (Bolden,
2011; Yammarino et al., 2012). Stemming from such evidence,
throughout the last 20 years, the concept of cooperative
leadership has been attracting a great deal of attention from
both management scholars and HRM experts (D’Innocenzo
et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2014; Tian et al., 2016). Originally
formulated in studies exploring influence processes within
groups, distributed leadership (DL) arises when two or more
individuals share the roles, responsibilities, and functions of
leadership (Jønsson et al., 2016). DL includes a “leader-plus-
individuals aspect” (leading should include multiple individuals
and focus on the collaboration between leaders and followers)
and a “social distribution aspect” (leadership functions are based
on the effort of many employees, and tasks are accomplished

through interaction between multiple leaders) (Spillane, 2006).
This construct is based on common responsibility and initiative
(Spillane, 2006); it includes engaging group activity (Bennett
et al., 2003) and a pattern of relationships within the norms of
the organization (Gronn, 2002). Thus, it is not just a practice
carried out by multiple individuals, but it is created with them.

Based on the concept of DL, DLA represents the degree
to which all employees individually experience being
actively engaged in leadership activities, managing tasks,
and communication at work (Jønsson et al., 2016). Leveraging on
the concept of individual as an agent (Mayrowetz, 2008; Gronn,
2009), it denotes how much each employee, with or without
formal leadership functions, is involved in leadership tasks,
resulting in a positive influence on commitment, satisfaction,
and perceived autonomy (Jønsson et al., 2016; Unterrainer
et al., 2017; Barattucci et al., 2020). This leads us to hypothesize
the following:

Hypothesis 3a: DLA will be positively related to
positive outcomes and negatively to
turnover intention.

As suggested by Hogg (2001) in his work on leadership
through the lens of social identity theory, the contribution
of the supervisors allows the representation of organizational
values, standards, and norms and reduces in-job and in-role
uncertainty of employees, thus facilitating the OI process.
Despite the impressive number of studies that confirmed
the positive relationship between specific leadership styles
(ethical, authentic, transformational, servant, etc.) and OI (e.g.,
Cheng and Wang, 2015; Van Knippenberg, 2016), no research
investigated the relationship between DLA and OI. According to
the above-presented background, the present study proposes the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3b: DLA will be positively related to OI.

Leadership seems to be fundamental for implementing an
ethical climate because whenever leaders demonstrate ethical
behavior, their employees will most frequently follow ethical
expectations (Dinc and Aydemir, 2014; Newman et al., 2017;
Naeem et al., 2019). Literature highlighted that workers’
perception of an employee-oriented ethical climate frequently
entails a stronger identification with their company and increases
supporting behaviors toward ones’ own organization, extra-role
behaviors, efforts for common target, and in-work outcomes
(Haslam and Ellemers, 2005; Eisenberger and Stinglhamber,
2011; Teresi et al., 2019).

On those premises, in the present study, we postulate the
existence of a mutual interplay of delegation empowerment
(perceived as a supportive initiative and based on the collective
contribution) and perceptions regarding the organizational
ethical identity. Furthermore, we find reasonable the assumption
that DLA will positively relate with a friendship ethical climate
and not with a self-interest ethical climate and that DLA will
relate to many outcomes through OI (Barattucci et al., 2020), and
we hypothesized the following:
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Hypothesis 4: DLA will be positively related to friendship
ethical climate and negatively related to self-
interest ethical climate.

The Present Research
Based on the rationale described above, in the present study,
we aimed to examine the role of OI in mediating the effect of
two antecedents (perception of ethical climate and DLA) and
employees’ attitudes and behavior.

Our aim is thus threefold: we first attempt to extend
our understanding of the distal consequences of OI, by
examining a wide range of work outcomes (trust, commitment,
recommendation, OCB, and turnover); the second aim is to
replicate Pagliaro et al.’s (2018) findings, showing that an ethical
climate of friendship fosters OI, which, in turn, elicits more
positive attitudes and behaviors among employees; at the same
time, the research set out to show that an ethical climate of self-
interest is related in a negative way to OI. Finally, the third aim
is to explore whether a specific kind of leadership, namely, DLA,
is likely to contribute to enhancing OI. Figure 1 summarizes our
empirical model.

A correlational study was designed with employees
working in both public and private sectors. The proposed
relationships between variables were tested through structural
equation modeling (SEM).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
Questionnaires were administered from January to February 2019
in two Italian companies operating in the social services sector:
a local office of the Italian National Social Welfare Institution
and a private social services company. The total sample was
composed of 342 employees (mean age = 48.10, SD = 9.54;
189 women, 153 men), 158 in the public company (response
rate = 92%), and 184 in the private one (response rate = 93%).
The average organizational tenure was 12.13 years (SD = 9.50).
Management employees represented 18.4% of the sample, white-
collar employees about 37.4%, and regular staff about 33.2%.
Educational levels were distributed as follows: 28.7% of the
workers had a high school degree, 23.1% had a university
degree, 9.4% a higher degree, and the remaining completed only
compulsory school or hold a professional qualification.

Respondents could decide whether to complete the
questionnaire in the paper-and-pencil format or through
an online platform. According to their preference, the former
received a copy of the questionnaire along with a research
presentation and a sealable envelope, and the latter an email with
a link to an electronic form. Questionnaires were distributed
within organizations by trained researchers. Completed paper-
and-pencil questionnaires were put in anonymous envelopes and
returned collectively to the researcher after 3 weeks.

Measures
Ethical organizational climate of self-interest was assessed through
four items (Cullen et al., 1993; e.g., “In this company, people are

mostly out for themselves”; Pagliaro et al., 2018). Responses were
given on a 6-point scale (0 = “completely false” to 5 = “completely
true”; α = 0.75).

Ethical organizational climate of friendship was measured
through six items (Cullen et al., 1993; e.g., “In this company,
people look out for each other’s good”; Pagliaro et al., 2018) on a
scale ranging from 0 (“completely false”) to 5 (“completely true”)
(α = 0.76).

Distributed leadership agency was assessed with the Italian
version (Barattucci et al., 2020) of the DLA scale (Jønsson et al.,
2016), in order to evaluate active participation in leadership tasks
(α = 0.96). The scale was composed of 11 items, on a 5-point scale
(from 0, “completely false,” to 4, “completely true”).

Organizational identification was assessed through the Italian
adaptation (Manuti and Bosco, 2012) of the original six-item
scale by Mael and Ashforth (1992), revised for organizational
contexts (e.g., “When someone criticizes my organization, it feels
like a personal insult”; α = 0.89; from 0, “completely disagree,” to
5, “completely agree”).

Organizational citizenship behaviors were assessed with
the Italian version (Argentero et al., 2008) of the original
questionnaire by Podsakoff et al. (1990). The scale includes 15
items (e.g., “Help others who have heavy workloads”; α = 0.89;
from 1, “never,” to 7, “always”).

Commitment was assessed through 20 items of the Italian form
(Pierro et al., 1995) of the commitment scale by Meyer and Allen
(1991) (e.g., “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career
with this organization”; α = 0.79; from 0, “completely disagree,” to
5, “completely agree”).

Perceived organizational trust was measured with three items
(e.g., “I believe that my company is fair”; from 1, “completely
disagree,” to 7, “completely agree”α = 0.90), adapted from the
international literature (Colquitt and Rodell, 2015).

Turnover intentions, or the intention to leave, was assessed
through a single item (“If I had the opportunity, I would
certainly quit my actual job”; 0 = “strongly disagree” to
6 = “strongly agree”), adapted from the international literature
(Waung and Brice, 2007).

Recommendation, that is, the overall organizational
recommendation, was measured with a single-item assessing
the likelihood of encouraging others to apply for a job in
the organization, based on Waung and Brice (2007), on a
6-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6
(“strongly agree”).

Gender, educational level, and company were included as
control variables.

Data Analysis
This study had a correlational design. All constructs were
measured through a single questionnaire, and in order to address
response bias and common method variance, we recurred to
suggested methods in literature (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Different
scale endpoints and formats for the predictor and criterion
measures were used in order to reduce method biases caused by
commonalities in scale endpoints and anchoring effects.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted correlational and
regression analyses with SPSS; SEM analysis with AMOS
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FIGURE 1 | Research model and hypotheses.

22.0 was performed to verify the measurement models and
the proposed relationships between variables, using indicators’
covariance matrix and maximum likelihood estimation methods.
The following indexes were reported: root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA; acceptable values lower than 0.08;
Browne et al., 1993); standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR; acceptable values lower than 0.08; Hu and Bentler, 1999);
comparative fit index (CFI), for which scores higher than 0.90
are acceptable (Marsh et al., 1996); and normed-fit index (NFI).
Furthermore, a bootstrapping procedure (Shrout and Bolger,
2002) was applied to test the mediation effects.

RESULTS

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (Anderson
and Gerbing, 1988) through AMOS 22.0 to test the construct
validity and reliability of the measurement model consisting
of the aforementioned scales (ethical climate, DLA, OI, OCB,
commitment, and trust). CFA compared different nested models,
from a one-factor model to a final one (containing all the included
measures), to be confirmed, evaluating intermediate solutions.
Four different nested models, from a single-factor model to a
model with six factors, were compared based on goodness-of-
fit indices (GFIs). From Model A (one factor) to Model D (six
factors), results showed an improvement of all indices: Model A
(one factor), χ2 = 7,226 (df = 651), RMSEA = 0.196, CFI = 0.379,
SRMR = 0.239; Model B (two factors), χ2 = 6,893 (df = 648),
RMSEA = 0.164, CFI = 0.428, SRMR = 0.195; Model C (four
factors), χ2 = 4,141 (df = 635), RMSEA = 0.109, CFI = 0.835,
SRMR = 0.141; and Model D (six factors), χ2 = 1,717 (df = 624),
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.072; CFI = 0.946; SRMR = 0.056.
The final six-factor model showed acceptable GFIs, overall

corroborating a reliable measurement model with items referring
to their proper factor.

Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics and zero-order
correlations for all research variables.

Our hypotheses regarding the relationship between the main
variables were supported by the correlation analysis. A perceived
ethical climate of friendship was negatively correlated with a
perceived self-interest ethical climate and turnover intention and
positively correlated with DL (Hp 4), OI (Hp 2c), and all the other
outcomes (Hp 2a). Self-interest ethical climate was positively
correlated with turnover intention and negatively correlated
with commitment and trust (Hp 2b partially confirmed).
Contrary to our expectations, it was not correlated to OI (Hp
2d not confirmed) or to the other outcomes (organizational
recommendation and OCB). DL was positively related to OI
and all the other outcomes, except for a negative correlation
with turnover intention, thus supporting Hp 3a and 3b. An
unexpected low positive correlation emerged between DLA and
self-interest ethical climate. OI was positively related to all
the outcomes (except for a negative correlation with turnover
intention; Hp 1a).

We then performed SEM.
We specified a model in which both DLA and ethical climate

predict OI, which in turn predicts commitment, trust, OCB,
organizational recommendation, and turnover. The fit indexes
were not completely satisfactory: χ2(df = 18) = 140.47, p < 0.001;
CFI = 0.897, GFI = 0.920; NFI = 0.901; RMSEA = 0.101;
SRMR = 0.097. This model was then revised, eliminating the non-
significant relationships, and following the results of correlation
analysis, direct relationships between DL and OCB and between
ethical climate and trust were added (Figure 2 and Table 2).
The fit indexes were excellent: χ2(df = 18) = 67.5, p < 0.001;
CFI = 0.956, GFI = 0.961 NFI = 0.952; RMSEA = 0.089;
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among the variables of the study.

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1) Friendship E.C. 2.66 (0.99) – – – – – – – –

2) Self- Interest E.C. 3.14 (1.11) −0.423** – – – – – – –

3)DLA 2.71 (1.11) 336** 0.140* – – – – – –

4) Identification 3.31 (1.13) 0.377** 0.039 0.528** – – – – –

5)OCB 5.35 (0.97) 0.338** −0.011 0.605** 529** – – – –

6) Commitment 3.01 (0.7) 0.521** −0.168** 0.401** 0.575** 449** – – –

7) Trust 4.96 (1.51) 0.565** 0.413** 0.261** 0.381** 0.383** 0.486** – –

8) Turnover 2.53 (1.69) −0.338** 0.307** −0.040 −0.162** −0.140* −0.458** −0.366** –

9) Recommendation 3.56 (1.48) 0.422** −0.065 0.332** 0.469** 0.371** 0.564** 346** −293**

*** p < 0.001, **p < 0.01,*p < 0.05.

FIGURE 2 | Path analysis of the proposed model.

TABLE 2 | Standardized path coefficient (regression weights) of the tested model.

Estimate

Identification < — Friendship E.C. 0.225

Identification < — Distributed Leadership 0.453

OCB < — Distributed Leadership 0.438

Trust < — Identification 0.258

Trust < — Self-Interest E.C. −0.273

Trust < — Friendship E.C. 0.349

Commitment < — Identification 0.454

Recommendation < — Identification 0.206

Turnover < — Identification −0.178

OCB < — Identification 0.224

SRMR = 0.080. All of the associations were highly significant
(p < 0.001).

All the expected associations from OI to the other outcomes
were confirmed (OCB: β = 0.23, p < 0.001); commitment:

β = 0.46, p < 0.001; recommendation: β = 0.21, p < 0.001; trust:
β = 0.26, p < 0.001; turnover intention: β = −0.18, p < 0.001).

An ethical climate of friendship significantly predicted all the
outcomes through OI, except for trust (partial mediation). Results
showed that an ethical climate of self-interest did not predict
OI, while it directly and negatively predicted trust (β = −0.27,
p < 0.001).

Distributed leadership agency significantly predicted all
outcomes through OI, except for OCB (partial mediation).

Overall, the effect of an ethical climate of friendship and
DLA on several outcomes was mediated by OI (Table 3).
Thus, a collective and interdependent ethical climate, as well
as employees’ perceptions regarding delegation, predicted a
stronger OI, which in turn determined better work outcomes
(Hp 1b). An ethical climate of friendship, on its own, manages
to explain 19% of the variance of OI while, coupled with DL, the
proportion of variance explained increases to 33%.

Model invariance across different groups (gender, education,
and company) was assessed using a multigroup SEM procedure to
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TABLE 3 | Indirect effects using bootstrapping (2,000 replications) in
the tested model.

Indirect effects Bootstrap

B 95%CI [LL, UL] SE P

Friendship Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > OCB

0.075 [0.043,
0.118]

0.019 0.001

Friendship Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Commit.

0.115 [0.071,
0.170]

0.025 0.001

Friendship Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Turnover

−0.084 [−0.079,
−0.003]

0.021 0.043

Friendship Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Recomm.

0.089 [0.053,
0.1461

0.023 0.000

Friendship Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Trust

0.064 [0.032,
0.1051

0.019 0.001

B 95% CI [LL, UL] SE P

Individ. Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > OCB

0.026 [0.002,
0.059]

0.014 0.034

Individ. Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Commit.

0.040 [0.001,
0.086]

0.021 0.040

Individ Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Turnover

−0.012 [−0.041,
0.000]

0.010 0.080

Individ. Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Recomm.

0.031 [0.002,
0.068]

0.017 0.035

Individ. Eth. Clim. > Organiz.
Ident. > Trust

0.023 [0.003,
0.051]

0.012 0.027

B 95% CI | LL, UL] SE P

Distr. Leader. Agen. > Organiz.
Ident. > OCB

0.114 [0.070,
0.173|

0.026 0.001

Distr. Leader. Agen. > Organiz.
Ident. > Commit.

0.175 [0.122,
0.241]

0.031 0.001

Distr. Leader. Agen. > Organiz,
Ident. > Turnover

−0.081 [−0.106,
0.007]

0.029 0.044

Distr. Leader. Agen. > Organiz.
Ident. > Recomm.

0.136 [0.086,
0.202]

0.030 0.001

Distr. Leader. Agen. > Organiz.
Ident. > Trust

0.098 [0.051,
0.160]

0.028 0.001

All parameter estimates are presented as standardized coefficients. CI,
Confidence interval.

estimate chi-square differences between the unconstrained (with
original parameters) and the constrained (with equal loading
parameters) nested models.

The model shows measurement invariance across private
and public social companies, gender, and degree level obtained.
Indeed, results did not show any significant difference for
company (χ2 difference = 4.61, 1df = 4, p > 0.35), gender
(χ2 difference = 1.71, 1df = 4, p > 0.707), and education (χ2

difference = 1.06, 1df = 8, p > 0.788).

DISCUSSION

How can organizations encourage employees’ positive attitudes
and behaviors in the workplace? Which factors foster employees’
identification with and commitment to their organization? In
the last decades, the study of organizational processes through

the social identity approach has significantly contributed to
our knowledge about these relevant questions within both
the OI and HRM fields. In the present paper, we connected
insights from this approach with the literature concerning
two main aspects of organizational life: ethical climate and
DL. Extending recent research (Pagliaro et al., 2018; Teresi
et al., 2019), we provided evidence about the key role of OI
as a mediator of the relationship between perceived ethical
climate and employees’ reactions. We found that a perception
of a specific ethical climate, based on a collectivistic and
interdependent view of organizational life, elicits OI, and this,
in turn, induces pro-organizational attitudes and behaviors
and discourages turnover intentions. By contrast, when the
perceived ethical climate focuses on an individualistic and
independent way of approaching organizational processes,
employees identify with the organization to a lesser extent. We
also provided evidence that a leadership style which strengthens
the employees’ perception of being actively engaged in leadership
activities, task management, and work communication is also
likely to strengthen OI and produce benefits in terms of
attitudes and behaviors.

If we refer to social identity theory, identification is
generated through socio-cognitive processes of social comparison
and categorization, which involve choice-making activities.
The worker places himself/herself, the groups of workers,
and supervisors in homogeneous social categories, and this
process allows him/her to appreciate his/her own characteristics
as part of a group or company (Van Dick et al., 2004;
Kreiner et al., 2015).

The degree to which organizational values are incorporated
through self-conceptualization processes also depends on the
managerial initiatives aimed at encouraging the diffusion
and the application of these values, which can thus be
considered as precursors of OI (Rijswijk et al., 2006; Van
Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006). In this light, our results
indicate that when ethical climate and empowerment
(e.g., through delegation) are perceived as supportive
and based on the collective contribution, workers seem
to feel more linked with the organization and to gain
positive work outcomes.

Theoretical Implications
The present research contributes to the development of
theoretical knowledge on the role of OI as a mediator between
manageable antecedents (climate and leadership) at different
levels (individual, group, and organization) and important
work outcomes (Soenen and Melkonian, 2016; Wang et al.,
2017; Irshad and Bashir, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2020). First,
it confirms that environmental, relational, and managerial
factors and perceptions (e.g., cultural values, supervisor support,
organizational climate, and leadership style) are internalized by
workers, thus influencing behaviors and motivational aspects
(Stinglhamber et al., 2015; Piccoli et al., 2017; Bednar et al.,
2020). Furthermore, this study highlights that both delegation
and an ethical climate of friendship support OI processes, with
a positive impact on work outcomes. On the other hand, the
perception of an ethical climate of self-interest does not seem
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to contribute to the OI process. Overall, our results are in line
with previous studies that show that employee’s perceptions of
supportive organizational climates and practices (characterized
by ethics and responsibility, the sharing of values, the attention
to the health and safety of workers, and morality) have effects
on important work outcomes through OI. Moreover, in line
with these results, this study shows that perceptions regarding
empowerment and delegation (conceptualized as DLA) have a
significant positive relation with an ethical climate of friendship,
a significant negative relation with a self-interest ethical climate,
and a significant positive effect on OI (Unterrainer et al., 2017;
Barattucci et al., 2020). To the best of our knowledge, this is the
first study suggesting that DLA has a positive impact on work
outcomes through OI, thus opening up new possible theoretical
debates and directions.

Practical Implications
The present research can offer many insights for practitioners.
First of all, HRM should monitor the evolution of employees’
identification with their organization through a continuous
and dynamic process of sense-making (Ashforth and Schinoff,
2016), so as to avoid “snap-shot” approaches (Bednar et al.,
2020). Also, this process should incorporate operational practices
specifically aimed at positively impacting the OI: interventions
on resources (autonomy, training, jobs, responsibilities,
information, etc.), managerial support, communication, and
work climate (Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011). Results
also highlight the importance of the creation of an effective
work climate based on cooperation, support, friendliness,
and delegation, in order to promote adequate OI and act
positively on outcomes such as turnover, satisfaction, and trust
(Stinglhamber et al., 2015).

Moreover, from a practical point of view, it confirms that
different ethical climates are likely to impact differently on
employees’ reactions – for example, in terms of commitment,
OCB, perceived organizational morality, and turnover intention.
If not properly addressed, unethical individual and/or
group behaviors could lead to the perception that such
conduct is acceptable, potentially paving the way for further
issues like absenteeism, turnover, tardiness, social loafing,
low satisfaction, and low commitment. On the contrary,
organizations capable of keeping ethical standards of behavior
and fostering a clear ethical perception among their employees
could potentially benefit from a positive array of likewise
moral behaviors.

A further practical implication that may be derived from
the present findings is related to the efficacy of DL in
fostering employees’ identification with, and commitment
to, the organization. We provided evidence about the fact
that a leadership style that actively involves employees
in leadership activities and managing tasks is likely to
create a we-ness (Ashfort et al., 2011), reflected in OI, that
further improves positive reactions. Thus, companies may be
particularly interested in eliciting such a leadership style, and
this may influence the training and development plans of
the organization.

Limitations and Future Directions
The study is not exempt from some limitations that are worth
noting and that could be considered in future developments. First
of all, the nature of the data is cross-sectional. Future studies may
be directed at disentangling the causal direction we hypothesized
and tested here, although some indications coming from findings
of prior simulation studies conducted in a laboratory setting
reassure us about the validity of our assumptions (Teresi et al.,
2019). Moreover, we are further reassured by prior literature
predicting the role of OI on employees’ reactions. It seems
reasonable to expect that this could be more of a recursive
relationship, in which identification fosters positive attitudes and
behaviors, and in turn, endorsing a positive view of the company
further improves identification.

Another limitation is the absence of a (negative) relationship
between self-interest climate and identification, as emerged in
Pagliaro et al.’s (2018) study. Even though this calls for further
attention in future studies, the present paper focused more
on the positive relationship between friendship, ethical climate,
and identification, and in this sense, our findings are in line
with previous research. It is also worth noting that a self-
interest ethical climate was directly and negatively related to
organizational trust, thus providing further argument supporting
our general hypothesis.

In order to overcome the limitations inherent to self-
administered questionnaires, future research should consider
implementing third-part evaluations by supervisors or colleagues
as well as objective data and possibly measurements of variables
at the group level. Moreover, it would be advisable to go beyond
the correlational design and evaluate longitudinal, cross-lagged,
or experimental design.

Overall, the present research confirms that understanding
the dynamics of OI is crucial in order to manage personnel
attitudes and behaviors.
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Mehtap İnceler 1 and Ahmet Güneyli 2*

1 Education Faculty, Near East University, Nicosia, Cyprus, 2 Education Faculty, European University of Lefke, Nicosia, Cyprus

In this study, teachers’ views are evaluated to determine whether there is a relationship

between the humor styles of school principals and the health of an organization. The

study is based on a mixed research approach with both quantitative and qualitative

aspects. In the quantitative study, the teachers were asked to describe their principals’

senses of humor using the “humor behavior scale” and to evaluate the organization

in which they worked using the “organizational health inventory.” In the qualitative

dimension, principals working in primary schools were interviewed and asked to evaluate

their own sense of humor and the school’s health. When the quantitative findings were

examined, the regression results showed that school principals with a cynical style of

humor negatively predicts organizational health, and productive social and affirmative

styles of humor positively predict organizational health. In the qualitative study, the

content analysis results revealed that a school administrator who uses humor effectively

is capable of effectively solving problems in the school. However, it has been stated

that the humor style of the school principal can have negative effects as well as positive

effects. School principals are advised to recognize the teachers with whom they work

and to distinguish which teachers are receptive to humor.

Keywords: emotions, emotional management, humor, organizational health, school principal, school management

INTRODUCTION

In this study, emotional intelligence in school administration and the humor characteristics
of school administrators—which is a component of emotional intelligence in education—were
examined. The starting point of this paper is to display whether the humor characteristics of school
administrators affect school health. In a developing territory like Northern Cyprus, some chronic
problems related to education are occurring (Erden and Erden, 2019). For example, in terms
of teacher-related problems, teachers have been found to have insufficient internal motivation,
lack job satisfaction, and have little desire to improve themselves, and, as a result, experience
burnout (Özberk, 2015; Emiroglu, 2017; Akartaş, 2018). In addition to teachers, students also
experience some serious problems in the education process (e.g., absenteeism, social adaptation
problems, academic failure, etc.; Mutluoglu and Bulut-Serin, 2010; Davutoglu, 2011). The concept
of “school health” comes to the fore when problems originating from teachers and students are
evaluated in terms of the education system of Northern Cyprus. When we consider why schools
are not adequately healthy, we are led to consider the profiles of school administrators. There
are basic problems arising from the education system, such as not having leadership qualities,
ineffective management skills, and the lack of qualified management training. It is also worth
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noting that negative personal characteristics of school
administrators also play a role (Eray, 2015; Serin-Tanyel and
Görkem, 2019; Yorulmaz, 2020). Some studies state that students
are reluctant to communicate with the school administrator
and generally have a negative attitude toward the school
administrator (Yerel, 2013; Üstün-Aksoy, 2018). Teachers also
state that administrators are mostly strict, non-communicative,
and very formal—in short, school administrators are not open to
compromise (Kondoz, 2007). Based on these findings, it is clear
that the humor characteristics of school administrators can affect
both teachers and students. For this reason, we investigate the
extent to which a school administrator’s sense of humor affects
school health.

In the literature, humor characteristics of school
administrators (Hurren, 2006; Yilmaz, 2011; Otrar and Findikli,
2014; Yirci et al., 2016; Çelikten and Çelikten, 2018; Çetin and
Altun, 2018; Dinç and Cemaloglu, 2018; Sahin, 2018; Ahmad
and Bakhsh, 2019; Bakhsh et al., 2019) and the organizational
health of schools (Hoy and Woolfolk, 1993; Gürsel, 1998; Tsui
and Cheng, 1999; Akil, 2005; Celep and Mete, 2005; Korkmaz,
2005; Türker, 2010; Lenka and Kant, 2017; Parlar and Cansoy,
2017; Özgenel and Aksu, 2020) are explored separately. Thus,
very few studies have examined administrator humor and school
health in relation to each other. However, a study conducted in
Turkey (Recepoglu, 2011) did explore this correlation. According
to the findings, the most important factor that can affect the
health of the school is the behavior of the school principal as
a teaching leader, and the role of the school principal is more
influential than other factors. Therefore, we expect that humor,
which is considered an effective leadership characteristic, will
contribute positively to school principals creating a healthy
school. Furthermore, Özdemir and Recepoǧlu (2010) also found
a significant and positive relationship between school principals’
humor styles and the health of schools. Organizational health
scores of teachers working with school principals who have a
distinctively productive humor style were at the highest level,
while those of teachers working with school principals with
a non-humorous style had the lowest organizational health
scores. The results of the aforementioned study clearly reveal
that the humor styles of school principals have important
effects in determining the organizational health of schools.
Based on the results of this study, it will be possible to evaluate
whether the relationship between the humor styles of school
principals and the organizational health of schools differs after
10 years.

When evaluating recent literature, we found that current
studies frequently attempt to assess the relationship between
the humor characteristics of school administrators and school
climate (Matthias, 2014; Çanak and Coşkun-Demirpolat,
2016). However, in the present work, the relationship between
administrators’ humor style and the organizational health
of schools, which is a less emphasized and researched
subject, is discussed. In this way, we aim to contribute
to the literature by obtaining up-to-date data on the
organizational health of schools and the personal characteristics
of school administrators in a developing territory, such as
Northern Cyprus.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In this section, three basic concepts are explained: the importance
of emotional management in education, humor and its functions
in school management, and the organizational health of schools.

Importance of Emotional Management in
Education
According to many social scientists, to try understand human
nature by isolating it from the power of emotions is not a rational
approach. Social psychologists believe that emotions guide many
situations, such as danger, painful loss, and progress toward a goal
by enduring difficulties. Every emotion prompts people to act in
one way or another and directs them to cope with difficulties
(Ekman, 1992). Emotions allow people to face uncertainty,
set long-term goals, choose among various alternatives, make
predictions about the future, deal with the unknown, and make
quick decisions (Damasio, 1994). Emotions are important in
understanding the individual, as well as their behaviors and
thoughts (Titrek, 2013).

Individuals should have emotional intelligence to establish
effective communication and be solution-oriented, as
communication skills and emotional intelligence have positive
impacts on the individual as well as others with whom they
communicate. These two concepts, which are important in terms
of the effectiveness and efficiency of living or working together,
are closely related (Avci, 2019). Titrek (2013) defines emotional
intelligence as the correct expression of the emotions of oneself
and others, professional reflection on these emotions in social
relations, the selection of these emotions, and explaining the
information obtained in the form of an opinion.

The ability to manage emotions prevents a person from
being a prisoner to their feelings. Managers, who are responsible
for organizational effectiveness, should have some qualifications
in effective leadership. Leaders who are able to manage their
emotions find ways to manage and benefit from their emotional
impulses; however, like other people, they are also affected
by them. Leaders with such qualifications can act calmly in
difficult times, when the atmosphere becomes heavy, and in
times of crisis (Aysel, 2006). Demir (2010) underlined that
effective employment of emotional intelligence directs the
organization toward positive thinking, even under negative
working conditions, and states that it is through this process
that motivation is ensured, and organizational conflicts are
minimized. Karadavut and Çetin (2018) state that emotional
intelligence in organizations is of critical importance for leaders.
Effective leadership requires awareness of other people’s emotions
and the ability to manage emotions. Studies show that emotional
intelligence is closely related to leader effectiveness. Specifically,
the higher the leadership characteristic, the more effectively
the emotional intelligence is used (Dulewicz and Higgs, 2003;
Goleman, 2005; Titrek et al., 2014). Aysel (2006) states that the
high motivation required in organizations cannot be achieved
only withmaterial elements because emotions are also important.
Flam (1990) observed that emotions in organizations affect all
members and the functioning of the organization, and serve the
unit’s vision by creating a common culture.
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It is known that manager behaviors are very important
in education organizations where interpersonal relations are
extremely critical. Manager behaviors can directly affect the
emotions of teachers and students and improve or hamper
their performance. An education administrator who is aware of
what is expected of them should carefully choose the behaviors
they display (Erçetin, 2000). Humor is one of the behavioral
characteristics that school administrators should carefully assess.
The school administrator can use humor to effectively manage
emotions in the school, thus affecting the thoughts, feelings, and
actions of teachers and students.

Humor as an Emotion and Its Functions in
School Management
Humor can be understood as a way to express feelings and
thoughts. The main purpose of humor is to make you laugh, but
apart from that, it also reveals social problems and deficiencies
and helps to correct them. A sense of humor, which is regarded
as a personality trait, includes individuals’ perceptions, bearing,
and the practice of humor (Özdogru, 2018). Based on this, we
understand that humor is an emotion.

Groups in workplaces and businesses are influenced by humor
since it is a main component of human relationships that is
shared by all people. Humor has the ability to make workplaces
more pleasant by relaxing the weighty environment. In other
words, people can share their knowledge and opinions more
plainly, and relationships will flourish in pleasant environments
created by humor. However, managers often ignore the
advantages of humor. People like to perceive humor, but they are
often not comfortable in showing their contentment when they
experience it in a work setting (Mathew and Vijayalaksmi, 2017).

Furthermore, humor is one of the easiest and most effective
ways of improving communication. This non-threatening form
of communication can have lasting benefits for both principals
and teachers (Vickers, 2004). Individuals who have a strong sense
of humor and use humor more frequently are said to have better
understanding and intuition than others (Booth-Butterfield and
Booth-Butterfield, 1991). Humor in workplaces contributes to
motivating staff, making their interpersonal communication
more powerful, and reducing disagreements when it is used
successfully. It is not only for enjoyment but also serves as a
multifunctional tool in business. It is the manager’s responsibility
to decide on the humor style most suitable for the organization by
taking into consideration their personal characteristics to reach
the intended results (Alan and Sen, 2016). People are affected
by their emotions because these feelings significantly affect their
concentration, productivity, inclination, benefits obtained, and
ability to judge information. People transmit their emotions to
others through distinct tones and bodily gestures. Therefore,
it could be stated that emotions can serve as an effective tool
for management and collaborative group work in the field of
business (Fisher, 2019).

The effects of successful emotion management in terms
of individual and managerial aspects are very important for
organizations to achieve a healthy work environment. From
an individual perspective, emotional problems are one of

the most common issues faced by employees working in
today’s organizations. Other challenges include routinization,
dismissal, inertia (stagnation), feelings of burnout, insecurity,
loss of performance, future anxiety, competition, and
selfishness (Töremen and Çankaya, 2008). Especially in today’s
organizations, the increasing feelings of psychological violence,
stress, depression, and burnout are fueled by the neglect and
abuse of basic human emotions (Töremen and Çankaya, 2008).
For this reason, a manager who can cope with negative emotions
and use humor contributes to the health of the organization. This
is particularly important in human-oriented organizations that
provide services, such as educational institutions. As the general
characteristics and organizational climate of organizations have
a direct effect on individuals, individual and shared feelings can
also directly affect organizational climate (Langelier, 2006).

According to recent studies of emotion management, humor
is seen as a social tool serving the maintenance of interpersonal
relationships. To control and direct the emotions of staff, humor
is often used. It has also been applied to enhance and improve
the emotional pattern of a specific environment, thus reducing
the risk of external peril by providing common satisfaction for
people sharing a workspace (Francis, 1994). For harmonious
teamwork in organizations, humor contributes to eliminating
the discomfort of individuals and replaces standard relations
with more efficient ones (Töremen and Çankaya, 2008). Based
on this principle, we concluded that humor is an important
variable in the emotional dimension of the management of
educational institutions.

Laughter and humor are indispensable components of a
healthy and long life. If we do not include humor in our lives,
the ability to lead a physiologically and psychologically healthy
life would be very challenging. McDoughall (cited by Hurren,
2001) stated that laughter and humor are critical values. He said
that humor makes us laugh, and the act of laughing accelerates
the respiratory and circulatory processes. The brain is thus
stimulated by increased blood flow and activated by greater
mental power. Research shows that humor has a positive effect
on health in both physiological and psychological terms and that
it helps us to cope with stress, which is one of the greatest health
problems of the modern age. Thus, it is possible to comprehend
that humor will have a positive effect on both individual health
and the organizational health of schools. Moreover, it is evident
that humor is of great importance in our daily lives as well as in
our education.

Assuming that managers are one of themost important factors
in the formation of organizational culture and climate, it can
be beneficial to learn the humor styles of school principals
in practice to determine the prerequisites on which common
organizational culture and climate are based. Considering that
humor is not always beneficial, school administrators should be
investigated in detail.

Organizational Health of Schools
The organizational health of educational institutions refers to
an organization not being content with its current operational
environment but continues to develop and improve its coping
and living strategies. The concept of organizational health,
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which emphasizes organizational efficiency and the growth
and development of the organization, is very critical for
all organizations. Schools are the fundamental institutions of
education systems; therefore, increasing the effectiveness and
success of schools and sustaining their development is possible
by establishing a healthy structure. Considering that schools
raise young people in society and prepare healthy individuals
for the future, it is important for both educators and students
for schools to be healthy organizations. Healthy individuals
are raised only in healthy school environments. Therefore, it
is necessary to create a healthy school for personal, social,
and academic learning (Akbaba-Altun, 2001; Aksulu-Köse and
Güçlü, 2018). Studies show that organizational health positively
affects student achievement (Korkmaz, 2005; Henderson, 2007;
Mirzajani and Morad, 2015) and organizational health increases
school effectiveness (Hoy et al., 1990).

Healthy schools represent ideal work environments, where
employees respect, love, and help each other. Teachers working
in healthy schools are more productive, administrators are more
considerate, and students are more successful. In terms of
educational institutions, organizational health is a good indicator
of the psychosocial status of a school. The purpose of determining
the organizational health of schools is to identify the factors that
are effective in making the school healthy or unhealthy. School
principals who know whether their schools are healthy or not
can direct their behaviors according to these results by obtaining
information about their schools (Hoy et al., 1991).

School principals are one of the most important elements
that affect the organizational health of schools. It can be
argued that the impact of the principal, the commitment of
teachers, the richness of sources and materials at the school, and
academic attention have positive impacts on the organizational
health of schools. As the impact of the principal increases,
teacher impact, source support, and academic attention also
improve (Yarim and Korkmaz, 2019). For example, thanks to the
leadership behaviors exhibited by school principals, teacher–
student motivation and success can be increased, thus ensuring
the health of the school as an organization (Cemaloglu, 2007;
Aksulu-Köse and Güçlü, 2018).

Although a healthy organizational structure is a desirable
situation, it does not always exist, and some organizational
behaviors can negatively affect the health of an organization
(Tabak et al., 2018). In a study conducted by Tabak et al.
(2018) on organizational health, the authors concluded that
“workaholism” is a variable that negatively affects organizational
health, and teachers with high levels of addiction to work have
a low perception of organizational health. Another variable
that negatively affects organizational health is work stress:
organizational healthmay be low in organizations with high work
stress (Gül, 2007).

AIM AND IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

When the explanations provided by the literature are examined,
the necessity and positive effects of humor in daily life and
organizational environments are clear. The successful use of

humor creates positive effects within an organization, whereas
unconscious and careless humor inevitably affects the health
of the organization negatively. For this reason, the frequency
of humor and the way it is used by school administrators
are important for organizational health. Studies show that the
humorous behaviors of principals affect their communication
with teachers and, thus, the health of the school. For this reason,
it is necessary to determine the humor styles of principals
according to the teachers’ perceptions, to question the health
of the organization from the perspective of the teachers, and to
identify the relationship between these two variables. Researching
this issue may reveal important findings that can be beneficial
for improving the organizational health of schools and, therefore,
the quality of the education provided. As this study represents
the first research of its kind in Cyprus, and as it is research
aimed exclusively at primary schools, this will allow us to evaluate
school principals in terms of humor, not only according to the
perceptions of teachers, but also by including the self-evaluations
of the administrators.

In this study, the research question is: What is the effect of
primary school principals’ humor styles on the organizational
health of the schools? To answer this question, we explored the
following sub-questions.

Quantitative dimension: According to the opinions of teachers
participating in the research:

i. What is the distribution of the scale scores of school
administrators from evaluating humor behaviors and the
scores obtained from the organizational health inventory?

ii. Is there a relationship between the scale scores of school
administrators from evaluating humor behaviors and the
scores obtained from the organizational health inventory?

iii. To what extent do the humor behaviors of school
administrators predict organizational health?

Qualitative dimension: How do school administrators’ humor
styles affect the health of the organization in which they work?

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between
school principals’ humor styles and organizational health,
according to teachers’ perceptions. In addition, this study also
asks the school principals to evaluate themselves.

Research Model
In the quantitative dimension of this study, a relational survey
model was used to examine the effects of the humor behaviors
of school principals (measured by the opinions of the primary
teachers) on organizational health. The qualitative section, on the
other hand, was based on a case-study model. The combination
of qualitative and quantitative data in this study can be explained
as follows: While we aimed for teachers to evaluate the humor
characteristics of school administrators and the organizational
health of schools, we also asked school administrators working
in the same schools to evaluate themselves. Thus, data
diversification was conducted by obtaining quantitative data
from teachers and qualitative data from school administrators on
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TABLE 1 | Distribution of teacher numbers by regions.

Region Number of

teachers

Ni/N Number of

samples

Nicosia 477 0.32 91

Famagusta 401 0.27 76

Kyrenia 277 0.19 54

Güzelyurt 184 0.12 34

Iskele 143 0.10 28

Total 1482 1.00 283

humor and school health issues. We aimed to study the subject
comprehensively by obtaining both quantitative and qualitative
data on the basis of the same research subject (humor and school
health). In addition, the research was not limited to the attitudes
of the teachers, but also included that of school administrators, so
the subject was approached from two perspectives.

Study Group
The universe of the quantitative study consisted of teachers who
were working at public primary schools of the North Cyprus
Ministry of National Education in the 2017–2018 academic year.
According to the Turkish Cypriot Teachers Union (KTÖS), the
number of teachers working in public primary schools affiliated
with the Department of Primary Education was 1,482. Since
it was challenging to reach the entire study universe based
on time and cost constraints, a sample was selected using
stratified random sampling. Teachers in the research universe
were stratified to the districts in which they worked (Nicosia,
Famagusta, Kyrenia, Güzelyurt, and Iskele), and the sample was
selected using simple random sampling (Table 1). Accordingly, it
was found that the number of people who should be interviewed
was 283 with a 95% confidence interval and 5.2% sampling error.

In the qualitative approach, purposive sampling was used,
and school administrators were selected in accordance with
convenience sampling. Within the scope of the quantitative
research, data were obtained from the teachers at the schools
studied. In the qualitative segment, school administrators
working in the same schools were reached. Thus, data were
obtained from both teachers and school administrators in the
schools covered by the study.

As seen in Table 2, 17 school administrators were interviewed
in the qualitative dimension of the study. The demographic and
background characteristics of these administrators are presented
in Table 2.

Data Collection Tools
A four-part questionnaire was used to collect the data. The
first part of the questionnaire contained socio-demographic
questions, the second part included the humor behaviors scale,
the third part contained the organizational health inventory, and
the fourth part was the interview form.

TABLE 2 | Distribution of the demographic characteristics of school principals.

Number (n) Percentage (%)

Gender

Female 6 35.29

Male 11 64.71

Age

31–40 years of age 2 11.77

41–50 years of age 10 58.82

51 years and older 5 29.41

Education level

Undergraduate 11 64.71

Graduate 6 35.29

Professional seniority

10 years and under 2 11.77

11–20 years 10 58.82

21 years and over 5 29.41

Tenure in principal position

1–5 years 4 23.53

6–10 years 7 41.17

11–20 years 4 23.53

21 years and over 2 11.77

Socio-Demographic Questions
In this form, which was developed by the researchers,
questions about descriptive characteristics, including age, gender,
educational status, seniority, term of duty at the current
school, and branch of the teachers participating in the research,
were included.

Humor Behaviors Scale
To determine the opinions of teachers regarding the humor
behaviors of school principals, the humor behaviors scale
developed by Cemaloglu et al. (2012) was used. The humor
behaviors scale consists of 30 positive and negative suggestions
developed in a Likert-type format using a five-point rating. The
responses to the propositions in the scale are scored as: strongly
disagree = 1 point, disagree = 2 points, moderately agree = 3
points, agree= 4 points, and strongly agree= 5 points. The factor
structure of the scale was investigated using AMOS 21.0.0. A five-
factor model was hypothesized, and the results confirmed the
predicted factor structure. When the model fit was investigated
with the commonly accepted values of the fit indices, it was
observed that the model had a good fit with the data. The scale
shows that there are five factors, namely, cynical humor style,
productive social humor style, affirmative humor style, rejective
humor style, and non-humor style. These five factors explain
70.1% of the variance of the entire scale. There is no general
total score of the scale, and a high score obtained from the sub-
dimensions indicates that the humor behaviors associated with
the related sub-dimensions were developed. When the findings
of the reliability study of the scale were examined, a Cronbach’s
alpha value of 0.919 was found, suggesting a good fit. When the
reliability analysis of the subscales was conducted, Cronbach’s
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alpha was 0.943 for cynical humor, 0.923 for productive social
humor, 0.864 for affirmative humor, 0.855 for rejective humor,
and 0.895 for non-used humor (Cemaloglu et al., 2012). For the
reliability of the data collected in this study, the Cronbach’s alpha
value for the full scale was 0.789. These findings suggest that the
scales are accurate indicators of the concepts being measured.

Organizational Health Inventory
To determine the opinions of the teachers on the organizational
health of their school, the organizational health inventory, which
was originally developed by Hoy and Miskel (1991) and adapted
to Turkish by Cemaloglu (2006), was used. The organizational
health inventory consists of 44 positive and negative questions
prepared using a quadratic rating. Positive propositions included
in the scale are randomly= 1 point, occasionally= 2 points, often
= 3 points, and always = 4 points. Negative propositions are
scored as: randomly = 4 points, occasionally = 3 points, often
= 2 points, and always = 1 point. The validity and reliability
study conducted revealed that there are seven sub-dimensions
that explain 74% of the total variance in the scale. The Corporate
Integrity sub-dimension consists of items numbered 1, 8, 15,
22, 29, 36, and 39; the Impact of the Principal sub-dimension
consists of items 2, 9, 16, 23, and 30; the Courtesy sub-dimension
consists of items 3, 10, 17, 24, and 31; the Incentive Structure sub-
dimension consists of items 4, 11, 18, 25, and 32; the Resource
Support sub-dimension consists of items 5, 12, 19, 26, and 33;
the Morale sub-dimension consists of items 6, 13, 20, 27, 34,
37, 40, 42, and 44; and the Academic Emphasis sub-dimension
consists of items numbered 7, 14, 21, 28, 35, 38, 41, and 43. A
high score obtained from the relevant sub-dimension indicates
that the organizational health of that sub-dimension is high. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the overall scale was 0.91 (cited
in Recepoglu, 2011). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha internal
consistency coefficient for the overall scale was 0.946, suggesting
a reliable measure.

Interview Form
The interview form prepared for the qualitative part of the study
consisted of four open-ended questions and two sections. In
the first section, we aimed to reveal the impact of humor on
school management and to determine how school administrators
evaluated their humor characteristics. In the second section,
the purpose was to ensure that school administrators provided
their opinions on the impact of humor on the organizational
health of the school. Attention was paid to ensure that the
questions were as clear as possible and easy to understand, and
that they provided explanations and detailed answers. We also
designed them so that they were not multidimensional to avoid
creating an unnecessary question burden on the interviewees.
While preparing the questions, three academics working in the
fields of educational administration, educational psychology,
and educational sociology were consulted about the scope and
appropriateness of the questions. Before applying the interview
questions, a pilot study was performed; two school administrators
were interviewed, and the questions were finalized based on
the results.

Procedure
The research was conducted during the 2017–2018 academic
year. Before sharing the scale and the opinion form, permission
was obtained from the Scientific Ethics Committee of Near East
University and the Ministry of Education of Northern Cyprus.
Before administering the scales to the teachers, verbal permission
was obtained from the school principals. The questionnaires were
administered by the researchers during school working hours.
The teachers completed the scales confidentially. The interviews,
on the other hand, were planned according to appointments
made by the school principals and were conducted in the schools
by the researchers during or just after working hours. The
interviews were recorded on a tape recorder with the permission
of the school principals. School principals who did not agree to
have their voice recorded were asked to answer the questions in
writing, or their answers were written down by the researcher.

Data Analysis
IBM SPSS 24.0 was used for the statistical analysis of the data
collected through the questionnaire. Frequency analysis was used
to determine the distribution of teachers according to their
background characteristics. Descriptive statistics of the scores
obtained from the humor behavior scale and organizational
health scale are provided. The normal distribution status
of the scale scores was examined using the Kolmogorov–
Smirnov test, the QQ graph, and skewness–kurtosis coefficients.
The data were found to conform to a normal distribution.
The results of the Pearson correlation analysis were used to
determine the relationships between the scores of the teachers’
humor behaviors scale and the organizational health inventory.
Structural equation modeling was employed using AMOS 21.0.0
and was used to examine the predictive strength of the scores
obtained by the teachers from the Humor Behavior Scale as
per the scores obtained from the organizational health scale. To
further examine the independent contributions of cynical humor
style, productive social humor style, affirmative humor style,
rejective humor style, and non-humorous style in predicting
organizational health, a simultaneous regression analysis was
conducted using the organizational health inventory score as the
dependent variable.

Model fit was investigated using the chi-square goodness-of-
fit test (a lower chi-square value indicates a better fit; see Loehlin,
1998), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA;
a better fit is found when RMSEA ≤ 0.06; see Steiger, 1990),
the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR; better fit
indicated by SRMR ≤ 0.08; see Chen et al., 2008), the Tucker–
Lewis index (TLI; a better fit exists when the obtained value
is between 0 and 1; see Tucker and Lewis, 1973), and the
comparative fit index (CFI; a better fit is noted when CFI ≥ 0.95;
see Bentler, 1990).

Data obtained in the qualitative dimension of the study
were analyzed using content analysis. The following stages
were applied:

i. The responses of the school administrators to the interview
questions were written without any changes.
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ii. Each of the interview questions was evaluated as a
separate category.

iii. Views expressed by school administrators in each category
were analyzed, keywords were determined, and codes
were created.

iv. The determined codes were listed, similar codes were
grouped and classified, and themes were created.

v. Themes were presented in tables.
vi. To explain the themes, direct quotations were provided

that express the views of the school administrators who
participated in the study.

To ensure validity in the qualitative data analysis, the data
were written down in detail, and the process of reaching the
findings was explained clearly. The responses by the interviewed
managers were frequently included through direct quotations,
and the findings of the research were explained based on
these quotations. For reliability, two researchers coded the data
separately, and then the consistency in the analyses of the two
researchers was examined. In the consistency analysis conducted
on one question, the two researchers reached similar themes from
the same data. In the following process, during the data analysis,
the two researchers worked together each time, eliminating the
differences of opinion and performing the data analysis.

RESULTS

Results on the Quantitative Dimension of
the Study
Descriptive statistics including mean, standard deviation, and
lower and upper values of the scores obtained from the teachers’
humor behavior scale and organizational health inventory are
given in Table 3. The results indicate that the teachers who
participated in the study received x = 1.69 ± 0.78 points from
the cynical humor style sub-dimension, x = 2.75 ± 0.85 points
from the productive social humor style sub-dimension, x = 3.40
± 0.86 points from the affirmative humor style sub-dimension,

x = 1.87 ± 0.82 points from the rejective humor style sub-
dimension, and x = 1.87 ± 0.82 points from the non-humorous
style sub-dimension.

Regarding the organizational health inventory, the teachers
received x = 2.88 ± 0.50 points from the corporate integrity
sub-dimension, x = 2.80 ± 0.54 points from the impact of
the principal sub-dimension, x = 2.89 ± 0.67 points from the
courtesy sub-dimension, x = 3.04 ± 0.68 points from the
incentive structure sub-dimension, x = 2.80 ± 0.70 points from
the resource support sub-dimension, x = 2.93 ± 0.54 points
from themorale sub-dimension, and x = 2.74± 0.54 points from
the academic emphasis sub-dimension.

Table 4 shows the results of the Pearson correlation analysis to
determine the relationships between the scores obtained by the
teachers from the humor behavior scale and the organizational
health inventory. The scores obtained from the teachers for
the sub-dimensions of cynical humor style, rejective humor
style, and non-humor style, and the scores obtained from the
sub-dimensions of corporate integrity, effect of the principal,
courtesy, incentive structure, resource support, morale, and
academic emphasis included in the health inventory, show
statistically significant and negative correlations (p < 0.05). As
the scores obtained by teachers from the cynical humor style,
rejective humor style, and non-humor style sub-dimensions
on the behaviors scale increase, the scores for corporate
integrity, impact of the principal, courtesy, incentive structure,
resource support, morale, and academic emphasis on the health
inventory decrease.

The scores obtained for the teachers for the social humor and
affirmative humor sub-dimensions in the humor behaviors scale
and the scores obtained from the sub-dimensions of corporate
integrity, impact of the principal, courtesy, incentive structure,
resource support, morale, and academic emphasis in the health
inventory, reveal statistically significant correlations (p < 0.05).
These correlations are positive, and as the scores for the former
group increase, those for the latter group increase as well.

Structural equation modeling was used to examine the effect
of the teachers’ opinions of school principals’ humor behaviors
on organizational health. Figure 1 shows that the scores obtained

TABLE 3 | Scores of teachers from the humor behavior scale and organizational health inventory (n = 283).

n x̄ s Min Max

Cynical humor style 283 1.69 0.78 1.00 4.63

Productive social humor style 283 2.75 0.85 1.00 5.00

Affirmative humor style 283 3.40 0.86 1.00 5.00

Rejective humor style 283 1.87 0.82 1.00 4.60

Non-humorous style 283 2.10 1.06 1.00 5.00

Corporate integrity 283 2.88 0.50 1.00 4.00

Impact of the principal 283 2.80 0.54 1.20 4.00

Courtesy 283 2.89 0.67 1.20 4.00

Incentive structure 283 3.04 0.68 1.00 4.00

Resource support 283 2.80 0.70 1.00 4.00

Morale 283 2.93 0.54 1.56 4.00

Academic emphasis 283 2.74 0.54 1.25 4.00
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TABLE 4 | Correlations between the scores of the teachers’ humor behavior scale and organizational health inventory (n = 283).

Cynical humor style Productive

social humor

style

Affirmative

humor style

Rejective humor

style

Non-humorous

style

Corporate integrity r −0.340 0.089 0.246 −0.404 −0.254

p 0.000* 0.137 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

Impact of the

principal

r −0.268 0.322 0.435 −0.333 −0.315

p 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

Courtesy r −0.422 0.502 0.590 −0.499 −0.558

p 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

Incentive structure r −0.325 0.341 0.455 −0.340 −0.369

p 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

Resource support r −0.241 0.277 0.443 −0.293 −0.273

p 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

Morale r −0.313 0.203 0.300 −0.349 −0.196

p 0.000* 0.001* 0.000* 0.000* 0.001*

Academic

emphasis

r −0.330 0.332 0.463 −0.288 −0.299

p 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000* 0.000*

*p < 0.05.

FIGURE 1 | Path analysis of the effect of teachers’ views on school principals’ humor behaviors on organizational health. The covariance between the error terms is

caused by the modification indices specified by the software to increase the goodness-of-fit values of the model.

for cynical humor style, productive social humor style, affirmative
humor style, rejective humor style, and non-humorous style
predict the organizational health inventory scores; the findings
reveal that the CFI, NFI, GFI, and AGFI values of the model
are 0.913, 0.935, 0.926, and 0.907, respectively. Additionally, the
X2/sd value of the model was found to be 3.645, and the RMSEA
value was 0.781. According to these results, the model was found
to have a good fit.

Table 5 indicates that the scores obtained from the
cynical humor style, productive social humor style,

and affirmative humor style significantly predict the
organizational health inventory scores (p < 0.05). The
cynical humor style subscale scores are negatively related
to the organizational health inventory scores, whereas the
relationships between productive social humor style and
affirmative humor style subscales and the health inventory
are positive. The scores obtained from the sub-dimensions
of rejective humor and non-humor style did not significantly
predict the scores obtained from the organizational health
inventory (p > 0.05).
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TABLE 5 | Regression results on the effect of teachers’ views on the humor behaviors of school principals on organizational health.

Estimation S.E. C.R. p

Cynical humor style −0.055 0.015 −3.636 0.000*

Productive social humor style 0.033 0.012 2.789 0.005*

Affirmative humor style 0.055 0.017 3.337 0.000*

Rejective humor style 0.006 0.012 0.469 0.639

Non-humorous style −0.012 0.009 −1.293 0.196

*p < 0.05.

Results on the Qualitative Dimension of the
Study
In light of the qualitative data obtained from primary school
principals, the following themes have been developed:

Theme 1: A school principal who uses humor effectively can

cope with problems.

The school administrators who were interviewed in this
study stated that they could solve problems when they
used humor effectively. Under this theme, three sub-themes
were formed, namely, “it is effective in tense situations,”
“it has a calming and moderating effect,” and “it ensures
that teachers assume different viewpoints to situations.”
Two school principals who stated that it was effective in
tense situations reported that “it reduced stress in stressful
situations” (SP13) and “it relieved tense environments” (SP12).
Four of the school principals who indicated that “it has
a calming and moderating effect” revealed their opinions
as follows:

• It creates an intimate environment that gives confidence in
solving problems. (SP10)

• It puts a smile on people’s faces. (SP5)
• It relaxes the environment by creating the feeling that the

problem is not too serious. (SP17)
• The humorous approach works because it allows the message

to be transmitted to the other party more smoothly so they can
solve the problem. (SP12)

Participants who stated that the school principal’s humor style
enabled teachers to think and comment differently made the
following statements:

• It prevents individuals from saying “no.”
• It prepares the ground for the formation of positive thoughts.
• It allows you to look at events from different perspectives.

Theme 2: The effect of humor on school health can be both

positive and negative.

One school administrator (SP16) stated that humor adversely
affected school health: “I refrain from humor because I think it
will adversely affect and undermine school order and discipline.”
Contrary to this view, some school administrators stated that
humor positively affected school health. Two of these views are
presented below:

• I have repeatedly observed that it affects the school atmosphere
positively. (SP14)

• Humor certainly has a positive effect on the school
environment. (SP13)

DISCUSSION

Discussion on the Quantitative Dimension
of the Study
Descriptive Results
In this study, when the findings of the teachers’ evaluations
of the humor behaviors of school administrators are examined
(see Table 2), the average scores of the negative humor style
dimensions (cynical and rejective) were at their lowest level.
On the other hand, the arithmetic mean value was found to be
moderate in positive humor style dimensions (affirmative and
productive social). Based on these findings, it can be said that
teachers are not negatively affected by school administrators’
humor behaviors. However, school administrators do not always
use humor in a manner that affects teachers positively. It may
be important for the school administration to avoid negative
perceptions of the principal’s humor behavior to avoid conflict
between teachers and to maintain healthy communication.
In this study, a close-to-average value in the non-humorous
style dimension was obtained, which also shows that school
principals do not use humor very effectively. The reason for
this could be explained by the fact that school administration
is perceived as serious work, and the official dimension is
more evident, as stated in the studies by Yirci et al. (2016).
It should be noted that there is an understanding that humor
negatively affects the seriousness of school administration and
people’s attitudes. In studies conducted outside of Cyprus, it
was found that the positive employment of humor by school
administrators was effective in the struggle to combat burnout
of teachers (Ho, 2016). On the other hand, it has been argued
that negative humor characteristics of school administrators
negatively affect teachers in terms of their emotions and
performance (Mehdinezhad and Sarooni, 2016).

When the scores obtained by the teachers in regard to the
evaluation of organizational health are examined, the arithmetic
mean score for the “impact of the principal” dimension is
“usually.” The effectiveness of the principal in establishing a
school’s organizational health has once again emerged in this
research. Therefore, the effect of the school principal should be
taken into consideration in all aspects, and humor behaviors
should be evaluated in this context. When the other sub-
dimensions of the inventory related to organizational health are
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examined, it can be seen that similar to the “impact of the
principal” dimension, the mean values are “usually” in all sub-
dimensions. Regarding the organizational health inventory, the
fact that the teachers stated their opinions as “usually” in all sub-
dimensions reveals that elementary schools in the territory of
Northern Cyprus are evaluated as being healthy. In the studies
in the literature (Arokiasamy et al., 2016; Azizi and Kamali, 2016;
Özgenel and Aksu, 2020), it was underlined that hiring school
administrators who have strong leadership skills, as well as a
positive effect on school health, is very important for overall
school success.

Correlation Results
When the teacher opinions in Table 3 based on the relationship
between the humor behaviors of school administrators and
organizational health are evaluated, it can be seen that “courtesy,”
which is a dimension of organizational health, is positively
affected by the “productive social” and “affirmative” humor
styles of the principal. The school administrator’s humorous
approval of teachers’ behaviors and humor production shows
that they attach importance to social relations. Therefore, a
positive atmosphere is created at the school, and interpersonal
relations are allowed to be within the framework of courtesy.
In another dimension, it was seen that the non-humorous style
of the administrator negatively affected organizational health in
terms of courtesy and had a negative impact on the relationships
in the school environment. Similar to the results of this study,
Recepoglu (2011) revealed a significant relationship between
school principals’ humor styles and organizational health. In
his study, the organizational health scores of school principals
and teachers working with productive humor were high. This
result was confirmed in Vickers’s (2004) study conducted in the
United States.

Another noteworthy finding of the study is that the school
principal’s rejective humor style negatively affected institutional
integrity. The rejective humor style of the school administrator
can reinforce the negative impact of communication and
problems that are deadlocked in the school, thus damaging the
integrity of the institution. In Dinç and Cemaloglu’s study (Dinç
and Cemaloglu, 2018), it was found that school administrators’
rejective humor style caused stress among teachers.

Furthermore, we concluded that the affirmative humor style
of the school administrator positively affected organizational
health in the dimensions of “incentive structure,” “resource
support,” “impact of the principal,” and “academic emphasis.”
In the incentive dimension of organizational health, it can be
said that the supportive behaviors of the school principal can
increase motivation in the school and thus create an encouraging
work environment. Affirmative humor style was found to be
effective in the “resource support” dimension of organizational
health. This shows that the school administrator considers the
demands of teachers in regard to school equipment and is
interested in and willing to address these shortcomings. In terms
of the “impact of the principal” dimension of organizational
health, the most positive humor style is again the affirmative
humor style. This situation shows how effective the humor
behavior of the principal can be in terms of the health of the

organization. Otrar and Findikli (2014) emphasized that school
administrators who adopt a positive style have a high level of life
satisfaction, and they demonstrated how important humor is in
this regard. A similar situation is also observed in the “academic
emphasis” dimension of organizational health. It is clear that
the affirmative humor style supports academic achievement.
Altinkurt and Yilmaz (2011) stated that the use of effective
humor in the communication process will allow decisions to
be made that affect students. This situation is believed to
support students’ academic success. Finally, Hauseman (2020)
mentions the importance of managing administrators’ emotions
for effective school management. The findings of this paper agree
with Hauseman’s (2020) study. School administrators can, first,
affect teachers positively by effectively managing the emotions
of people in the school. In the literature, studies show that
school administrators with positive humorous characteristics
increase the motivation levels of teachers in the schools where
they work (Recepoglu et al., 2011). In addition, studies reveal
that the humorous characteristics of school administrators can
directly affect students positively; in other words, they can
increase students’ academic success and performance at school
(Lusignolo, 2010).

Contrary to the researchers’ expectations, it was concluded
that the “productive social humor style” did not affect
institutional integrity. This result suggests that the school
administrators’ ability to produce humor and their strength
in social relations do not affect the school’s integrity as an
institution. In Akyürek’s (2019) study, similar to this paper, it was
revealed that institutional integrity, which is considered part of
the organizational health of the institution, was the dimension
least affected by social relations. This may be due to the fact
that several elements are critical for ensuring the integrity of
an institution. Even when a school administrator uses humor
effectively and has effective leadership skills, this may not be
sufficient in ensuring institutional integrity.

Another finding of the study was that the cynical humor
style of the principal negatively affected the “courtesy”
and “institutional integrity” dimensions in the context of
organizational health. It is unsurprising that a cynical approach
will not be welcomed by teachers. Naturally, it is inevitable
that a cynical humor style will have a negative impact on
courtesy and institutional integrity. Zengin (2018) also found
that school administrators’ adoption of cynical humor increased
the likelihood that teachers remain silent at school.

When the school administrators’ humor styles were examined
in the moral dimension of organizational health, the rejective
humor style was found to be more effective than the other
humor styles. A principal’s rejection of humor negatively affects
school morale.

Regression Results
When Table 4, which presents the regression results of the study,
is examined, we find that the different humor styles of the
school administrators affect organizational health. Specifically,
the cynical, productive social, and affirmative humor styles
significantly predicted organizational health. Cynical humor
styles of school principals had a negative effect, while productive
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social and affirmative humor styles had positive effects. On
the other hand, the rejective and humorous styles were not
significantly related to the health of the organization. That
positive humor styles predicted the health of the organization
once again reveals the impact of humor in school management.

It is a remarkable result that the cynical humor style, which is
one of the negative approaches, predicts organizational health,
while the rejective style does not. Cynicism has a direct effect
on other people. Conflicts may arise between teachers and
administrators who are faced with negative messages from the
other person, and this tension is thought to have a negative
impact on the health of the organization. However, in the
rejective humor style, the interaction between the administrator
and teacher is either negligible or broken. In an environment
with little or no interaction, it can be said that the level of
organizational health can remain constant.

Although limited research directly explains the relationship
between humor and the organizational health of a school, the
effect of humor on school management has been evaluated in
many studies. Effective use of humor in school management
reduces the effect of stress in school, calms tensions, reduces
anxiety and fears, and helps to resolve conflicts (Williams, 1994;
Altinkurt and Yilmaz, 2011; Aydug et al., 2018). Therefore, the
humor characteristics of school administrators can affect many
factors directly related to school health, such as stress, anxiety,
fear, tension, and conflict (Morreall, 1991).

Discussion on the Qualitative Dimension of
the Study
When the qualitative findings are examined, participants’
opinions about the effectiveness of humor in dealing with
problems can be grouped as follows: preventing stressful and
tense situations, creating a calming and intimate environment,
helping to facilitate and persuade communication, and providing
different perspectives. It can be said that humor has a positive
effect on both the environment and the people working
there. Likewise, humor facilitates communication by making
the working environment in the school warmer and more
friendly. Romero and Pescosolido (2008) stated that managers
can use humor for motivation, conflict resolution, and to
inspire employees.

There are two views on how the humor style adopted by
a school principal affects organizational health. Some of the
participants stated that the order and discipline of the school
would be weakened, whereas others claimed that it would create a
positive atmosphere and have positive effects. From this point of
view, it is believed that school administrators can use humor for

some teachers in the school environment and not for others. The
individual differences of teachers may affect the school principal’s
decision to resort to humor. Consequently, as demonstrated by
Gürbüz et al. (2013), it is evident that school principals can
contribute to the health of the organization if they use positive
humor styles.

CONCLUSION

The findings presented here reveal once again the importance
of emotions in school management and how essential emotional
management is. It has been shown that a school administrator
can manage emotions at school and thus, positively affect
the health of the school as an organization. While educating
school administrators or providing in-service training to school
administrators who are active in the profession, focus should
be placed especially on emotional management, effective use
of humor, and the ways to improve school health. It is very
important to carry out research on how obstacles to school health
can be eliminated through effective emotional management and
the use of humor. In this way, improvement can be achieved in
effective school management.
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Developing humor behavior scale: the study of validity and reliability. J. Turk.
Educ. Sci. 10, 694–716.

Çetin, L., and Altun, S. A. (2018). Opinions of administrators’ humor use in school
administration. Kocaeli Univ. J. Educ. 1, 85–97. doi: 10.33400/kuje.466640

Chen, F., Curran, P. J., Bollen, K. A., Kirby, J., and Paxton, P. (2008). An
empirical evaluation of the use of fixed cutoff points in RMSEA test
statistic in structural equation models. Sociol. Methods Res. 36, 462–494.
doi: 10.1177/0049124108314720

Damasio, A. R. (1994). Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain.
New York, NY: Putnam.

Davutoglu, S. (2011). Evaluation of, causes of school assessment failures in
adolescents according to view of the educators in formal education (Master
thesis), Near East University, Nicosia, Cyprus.

Demir, M. (2010). The role of emotional intelligence on the control of
organizational deviance: A survey in the hospitality enterprises. Dumlupinar
Univ. J. Soc. Sci. 26, 196–207.

Dinç, Ü., and Cemaloglu, N. (2018). Examining relationship between
primary school administrators’ humor style and teachers’ percieved
stress level according to some variables. Turk. J. Educ. Stud. 5, 1–37.
doi: 10.33907/turkjes.397171

Dulewicz, V., and Higgs, M. (2003). Leadership at the top: the need for
emotional intelligence in organizations. Int. J. Organ. Anal. 11, 193–210.
doi: 10.1108/eb028971

Ekman, P. (1992). An argument for basic emotions. Cogn. Emot. 6, 169–200.
doi: 10.1080/02699939208411068

Emiroglu, O. (2017). School adminstrators and teachers opininions about
the motivational sources of teachers (Ph.D. thesis), Near East University,
Nicosia, Cyprus.

Eray, D. (2015). Evaluation of school administrators ethical leadership behaviour
who works in primary schools according to teachers perceptions (Master thesis),
Near East University, Nicosia, Cyprus.

Erçetin, S. S. (2000). Lider sarmalinda vizyon [Vision in the Leader Spiral]. Ankara:
Nobel Yayin Dagitim.

Erden, H., and Erden, A. (2019). Current problems in Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus education system. Sakarya Univ. J. Educ. 9, 282–303.
doi: 10.19126/suje.516474

Fisher, C. (2019). “Emotions in organizations,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia
of Business and Management (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
doi: 10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.013.160

Flam, H. (1990). Emotionalman’: II. Corporate actors as emotion-motivated
emotion managers. Int. Sociol. 5, 225–234. doi: 10.1177/026858090005002007

Francis, L. E. (1994). Laughter, the best mediation: humor as emotionmanagement
in interaction. Symbol. Interact. 17, 147–163. doi: 10.1525/si.1994.17.2.147

Goleman, D. (2005). Emotional Intelligence. New York, NY: Bantam.
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Ekonomik Araştirmalar Dergisi 2, 318–332.

Gürbüz, R., Erdem, E., and Yildirim, K. (2013). The characteristics of successful
school principals. Dicle Üniversitesi Ziya Gökalp Egitim Fakültesi Dergisi
13, 167–179.

Gürsel, M. (1998). “Ilkögretim okullarinin ikliminin örgütsel saglik açisindan
degerlendirilmesi [Evaluation of primary school climate in terms of
organizational health],” in 7th National Educational Sciences Conference, 9–11
September (Konya: Selçuk University).

Hauseman, C. (2020). Strategies secondary school principals use to manage
their emotions. Leader. Policy Schools, 1–20. doi: 10.1080/15700763.2020.
1734211

Henderson, C. L. (2007). Organizational health and student achievement gains in
elementary schools (Ph.D. thesis), University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Knoxville,
TN, United States.

Ho, S. K. (2016). Relationships among humour, self-esteem, and social
support to burnout in school teachers. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 19, 41–59.
doi: 10.1007/s11218-015-9309-7

Hoy,W. K., andMiskel, C. (1991). Educational: Theory Research and Practice.New
York, NY: Megrew Hild.

Hoy, W. K., Tarter, C. J., and Bliss, J. R. (1990). Organizational climate, school
health and effectiveness: a comparative analysis. Educ. Admin. Q. 26, 260–279.
doi: 10.1177/0013161X90026003004

Hoy,W. K., Tarter, C. J., and Kottkamp, R. B. (1991).Open Schools/Healthy Schools:
Measuring Organizational Climate. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Hoy, W. K., and Woolfolk, A. E. (1993). Teachers’ sense of efficacy and
the organizational health of schools. Element. School J. 93, 355–372.
doi: 10.1086/461729

Hurren, B. L. (2001). The effects of principals’ humor on teacher’s job satisfaction.
PhD Thesis. RetriH eved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database.
(UMI No. 3042753).

Hurren, B. L. (2006). The effects of principals’ humor on teachers’
job satisfaction. Educ. Stud. 32, 373–385. doi: 10.1080/03055690600
850321

Karadavut, Y., and Çetin, S. (2018). The effect of emotional intelligence
on leadership: an empirical study on school administrator. Kalem
Egitim Insan Bilimleri Dergisi 8, 359–386. doi: 10.23863/kalem.20
19.108

Kondoz, G. (2007). The competence of educational administrators of understanding
in terms of teachers’ perceptions: current situation analysis (Master thesis), Near
East University, Nicosia, Cyprus.

Korkmaz, M. (2005). Ilkögretim okullarinda örgütsel saglik ile ögrenci başarisi
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leadership],” in Yönetimde yeni yaklaşimlar [New Approaches in Management],
eds H. B. Memduhoglu and K. Yilmaz (Ankara: Pegem Akademi), 141–156.
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This study combined conservation of resources theory with the job demands-
resources model to explore the influence of leader mindfulness on the emotional
exhaustion of university teachers Using a time-lagged research design, 388 paired
data sets were gathered. Multiple regression and bootstrapping were used to test
each hypothesis. The results showed that first, leader mindfulness significantly reduces
the emotional exhaustion of university teachers. Second, the results showed that
workplace telepressure partially mediates the relationship between leader mindfulness
and the emotional exhaustion of university teachers. Third, university teacher
mindfulness positively moderates the relationship between leader mindfulness and
workplace telepressure. Finally, the results of this study indicate that self-efficacy in
managing negative emotions negatively moderates the relationship between workplace
telepressure and the emotional exhaustion of university teachers. This study empirically
examined the interpersonal influence of leader mindfulness and the initial resources
effect of university teacher mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing negative emotions
from the bilateral perspective of leaders and university teachers.

Keywords: leader mindfulness, workplace telepressure, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions, university
teacher mindfulness, emotional exhaustion

INTRODUCTION

Due to the introduction of the new managerialism to the field of higher education, practices such
as performance orientation, project driving, and the tournament theory promotion system have
changed the professional ecology of university teachers (Watts and Robertson, 2011). The working
hours of university teachers have continuously increased (Yin et al., 2017) and occupational stress
has become a significant characteristic of the professional life of teachers (Han et al., 2019; Yin et al.,
2020). In 2018, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) issued “Opinions
on Comprehensively Deepening the Reform of the Construction of Teachers in the New Era.” This
is the first policy document issued by the Central Committee of the CPC for teachers since the
founding of New China in 1949. This document clearly stated that “teachers should be concerned
about their physical and mental health and overcome job burnout.” Emotional exhaustion has been
recognized as the key component of job burnout, and it is a stress response caused by excessive
mental exertion and extreme fatigue under pressure (Watkins et al., 2014).
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Conservation of resources (COR) theory provides a theoretical
perspective for understanding the processes underlying the stress
response. Previous studies have focused on individuals’ efforts
to acquire, maintain, cultivate, and protect resources that they
value (Hobfoll, 2011). Therefore, scholars have proposed that
the interpersonal transmission process of resources should be
investigated by applying a resource crossover effect perspective
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). Since leaders occupy higher positions
in the workplace and control more resources, they can be
regarded as credible sources for the outflow of resources (Rogers
and Ashforth, 2017). Within the university context, “leaders”
refer to managers who have decision-making responsibilities
in universities and are primarily responsible for managing
various activities such as budget management, inspecting student
achievements, and teacher effectiveness (Caryn, 2015). In China,
leaders within the university context include academic and
administrative leaders at all levels, such as the university
president, provost, deans, and department chairs.

Mindfulness originates from eastern Buddhist thought and
emphasizes observing the current moment without judgment
of attitudes or cognitive distortions (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). The
concept of mindfulness has been applied to clinical medical
research (Baer, 2003) and was later introduced to the field of
occupational health psychology, where mindfulness has been
considered to be a stable mood or tendency trait (Dane and
Brummel, 2014). In the last 5 years, with the growth of positive
psychology, mindfulness has gradually been introduced to the
field of education (Caryn, 2015). Studies have been published
on “mindfulness in teaching,” based on classroom management
(Frank et al., 2015), and “mindfulness agency in learning,” based
on lifelong learning ability (Deakin et al., 2015). As a combined
concept of management and education, a field of research in
educational management theories on mindfulness in university
leaders has gradually emerged (Caryn, 2015).

Most existing research on mindfulness in the workplace has
focused on how the intrapersonal effects of mindfulness benefit
the individual (Sutcliffe et al., 2016). However, research that
examines the interpersonal aspect of leader mindfulness on
subordinates is relatively lacking (Good et al., 2016). Because
of leaders’ hierarchical position and prestige, their attitudes
and behaviors exert considerable influence on employees’ own
attitudes and behaviors (Rogers and Ashforth, 2017). Scholars
and practitioners have suggested that mindfulness may positively
affect the behavior of leaders, thus affecting employee outcomes
(Baron et al., 2018). Research into mindfulness is increasing
exponentially, but specific research into leader mindfulness is
still unfocused (Decuypere et al., 2020), and empirical evidence
is scarce (Schuh et al., 2019). As a result, several scholars have
called for a stronger focus on the interpersonal effects of leader
mindfulness among employees (Reb et al., 2019). Therefore,
based on COR theory, the first purpose of this study is to test
the influence of university leader mindfulness on the emotional
exhaustion of university teachers from the perspective of the
resources crossover effect.

With the continuous and extensive application of mobile
communication technology, organizations increasingly rely on
asynchronous communication tools to foster a continuous

connection between employees and their work (Butts et al.,
2015). These information and communication technologies
(ICTs) make employees more accessible during non-working
hours, which can better promote the establishment of employee
relationship networks and thus improve work performance (Ou
et al., 2013). However, the application of mobile communication
technology also has several negative effects. The use of
asynchronous communication tools makes it challenging for
employees to be detached from work during non-working
hours, resulting in work-family conflicts and the detrimental
interference of an employees’ occupation with their life
(Barber et al., 2019). This kind of work-on-demand structure
creates a new source of pressure: workplace telepressure
(Barber and Santuzzi, 2015).

Workplace telepressure is a psychological state in which
employees are constantly concerned about urgently responding
to work-related ICTs during non-working hours (Grawitch et al.,
2017). This phenomenon is caused by job demands and extends
beyond the workplace and is more likely to occur in occupations
with unclear work-family boundaries (Mazmanian et al., 2013).
Considering the flexible working hours of university teachers, the
boundaries between work and non-work areas are very vague
(Eagan and Garvey, 2015). Therefore, workplace telepressure
is more intense. Based on the Job Demands-Resources (JD-
R) model, workplace telepressure is a typical kind of job
demand (Schaufeli et al., 2009). As a new type of pressure
trigger, workplace telepressure will have negative emotional
consequences for university teachers. In contemporary times
of multitasking, social media, and smartphones, research on
mindfulness is increasingly relevant (Decuypere et al., 2020).
Therefore, the second purpose of this study is to investigate the
effect of workplace telepressure on leader mindfulness and the
emotional exhaustion of university teachers.

COR theory suggests that individuals with greater resources
are less vulnerable to resource loss and more capable of resource
gain (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Some individual characteristics may be
viewed as individual personal resources “to the extent that they
generally aid stress resistance” (Hobfoll, 1989; p. 517). Among
these, this study decided to focus on malleable personal resources
rather than stable personality traits as they can be improved via
proper training, opening the possibility for this study to provide
useful practical implications. Mindfulness has been defined as a
mental state of openness and acceptance and being present in
the moment (Schuh et al., 2019). Mindfulness can be considered
an initial resource that helps university teachers obtain leader
mindfulness resources more effectively. Furthermore, COR
theory also indicates that initial resources can help to reduce
resource loss (Hobfoll et al., 2018). In the workplace, self-
efficacy in managing negative emotions has been proven to be
an important personality trait in easing negative effects induced
by work-related stress (Caprara et al., 2013). According to COR
theory, personal malleable characteristics represent resources that
generally aid stress resistance (Hobfoll, 1989), suggesting that
certain malleable characteristics can be regarded as personal
coping resources (Sommovigo et al., 2019; Maffoni et al., 2020).
Therefore, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions can be
regarded as a personal coping mechanism that helps university
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teachers to prevent resource loss cycles. Workplace telepressure is
a characteristic negative emotional event related to work. Taking
workplace telepressure as the event node, this study investigates
the ex ante situational role of university teacher mindfulness
in preventing workplace telepressure, and the ex post boundary
condition of self-efficacy in managing negative emotions to aid
in workplace telepressure relief when it does occur. Furthermore,
scholars have also suggested that the role of personal resources
should be considered in the JD-R model, and that their position
in the model should be determined through empirical research
(Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). Therefore, the third purpose of this
study is to examine the moderating effect of university teacher
mindfulness on the relationship between leader mindfulness
and workplace telepressure, as well as the moderating effect of
self-efficacy in managing negative emotions on the relationship
between workplace telepressure and emotional exhaustion in
university teachers.

In summary, this study combines COR theory with the JD-
R model, and applies a resources crossover effect perspective
to examine the crossover effect of leadership resources. In
particular, this study examines the interpersonal influence of
leader mindfulness on the emotional exhaustion of university
teachers. The mediating role of workplace telepressure and the
moderating role of university teacher mindfulness and self-
efficacy in managing negative emotions are also examined.

THEORETICAL BASIS AND
LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Basis
COR proposes that individuals possess a finite number of
resources, like time, knowledge, self-esteem, and conditions like
job security or social relationships at work. Individuals strive to
obtain, retain, foster, and protect these resources (Hobfoll, 1989).
COR theory posits that stress occurs when there is a threat of
resource loss, when resources are lost, or when there is a failure to
gain resources following significant effort (Hobfoll, 2001). Those
with greater initial resources are less vulnerable to resource loss
and are more capable of resource gain (Hobfoll, 2001).

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model was first posited
by Demerouti et al. (2001) in an attempt to understand the
antecedents of employee burnout. The JD-R model proposed two
processes for the development of burnout: long-term extreme
job demands and a lack of resources (Demerouti et al., 2001).
Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) presented a revised version of the
JD-R model that included work engagement, in addition to
burnout, as part of the motivational process and the health
erosion process. Through the health erosion process, sustained
effort to meet job demands contributes to produce strain through
the exhaustion of energy reserves (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).
The motivational process describes the potential allocation of job
resources, including the relief of job demands and the promotion
of work engagement (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). With the
development of the JD-R model, scholars suggested that personal
resources should be integrated into the JD-R model and the

resources’ position in the model should be determined through
empirical research (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014).

This study combined COR theory with the JD-R model to
suggest research hypotheses. According to the COR theory,
leader mindfulness is a kind of job resource, which can
directly prevent the loss of university teachers’ resources, i.e.,
alleviate emotional exhaustion. According to the JD-R model,
the provision of job resources can relieve the negative impact
of job demands, to prevent further loss of resources (Schaufeli,
2017). It can be inferred that leader mindfulness can alleviate
university teachers’ emotional exhaustion by reducing workplace
telepressure. Hobfoll (2011) stated that resources do not exist
individually but exist in caravans. Resources are likely to emerge
from nurturing or supportive social conditions. Therefore, a new
line of research should investigate the crossover of resources
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). Leader mindfulness and the personal
resources of university teachers do not exist individually, and
personal resources can exert the initial effect of resources
(Hobfoll et al., 2018).

Furthermore, previous studies have shown that job resources
moderate the relationship between work engagement and
personal resources like self-efficacy, optimism, and organization-
based self-esteem (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Personal resources
like mindfulness regulate the influence of work resources on
psychological stress (Grover et al., 2017). Personal resources
such as self-efficacy mediate the impact of job resources and
challenging work pressures on university teachers’ well-being
(Han et al., 2020). However, research on the effectiveness of
personal resources in gaining further resources and preventing
resource loss is still scarce. In this study, both resource gain
and resource loss prevention are considered. Therefore, this
study explores the moderating role of the personal resources
of university teachers (university teacher mindfulness and self-
efficacy in managing negative emotions) in promoting the
acquisition of resources (the process of leader mindfulness
relieving workplace telepressure) and preventing the further loss
of resources (the process of workplace telepressure promoting
emotional exhaustion).

Role of Mindfulness in the Workplace
From the perspective of intrapersonal effects, research has
identified positive effects of mindfulness in the workplace
in three key areas. First, mindfulness has been linked to
improved well-being. Several studies have suggested that
mindfulness can be considered a personal resource that enables
individuals to manage job stressors more effectively (Bergin
and Pakenham, 2016; Kaplan et al., 2017), such as role conflict
(Montani et al., 2019). Furthermore, mindfulness is linked to
reduced emotional exhaustion (Hülsheger et al., 2013), increased
resilience (Malinowski and Lim, 2015), and improved sleep
quality (Hülsheger et al., 2015). Second, mindfulness is related to
positive work attitude and performance. Research has also linked
mindfulness to better job performance (Dane and Brummel,
2014), authentic functioning and work engagement (Leroy et al.,
2013), extra-role efforts (Krishnakumar and Robinson, 2015),
and safety performance (Zhang et al., 2013). Third, research
has found that mindfulness has a positive effect on increasing
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awareness of the limitations of one’s own thinking process. For
example, studies suggest that mindfulness improves the quality of
decision-making by reducing cognitive biases (Hafenbrack et al.,
2014) and enhances ethical decision-making (Karelaia and Reb,
2015). Mindfulness can eliminate stereotypical thinking, and an
open, non-judgmental manner facilitates the generation of more
creative ideas (Baas et al., 2014).

Although a significant amount of empirical and conceptual
work has explored the effects of mindfulness in the workplace,
there is a lack of research that examines the interpersonal aspects
of mindfulness (Good et al., 2016). Only a few studies have
investigated the positive influence of leader mindfulness on
employees (Schuh et al., 2019); for example, based on the social
exchange theory, Reb et al. (2014) explored the alleviation effect
of leader mindfulness on employees’ emotional exhaustion. Reb
et al. (2019) further explored how leader mindfulness relieved
employee stress. However, these studies did not conduct an
exploration of internal mechanisms. Based on justice theory,
Schuh et al. (2019) explored the internal mechanism of leader
procedural justice enactment between leader mindfulness and
employee exhaustion. However, this mechanism does not have
the motivating force of leader mindfulness resource flow
to explain the process of employees’ emotional exhaustion.
A previous study indicated that the situational effect of employee
mindfulness on the effectiveness of leader mindfulness should
be best explored from a bilateral leader-employee perspective
(Reb et al., 2019).

The principle of leader mindfulness in the educational context
is identical to that in the workplace context, in that it focuses
on the current state and perception of employees, and manages
subordinates in a compassionate way (Schuh et al., 2019).
Mindful leaders are able to provide employees with better
emotional support and more emotional resources (Decuypere
et al., 2020). Education leaders in schools practice mindfulness
by not judging others, being fully present, utilizing emotions
and social intelligence, and being sympathetic to others in the
organization (Gates and Gilbert, 2016). Mindfulness research
in the field of education provides empirical evidence for the
theoretical links underlying this current study.

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Leader Mindfulness and Emotional
Exhaustion of University Teachers
Emotional exhaustion denotes a state of extreme mental fatigue
and emotional resource exhaustion under pressure (Watkins
et al., 2014) and manifests in the excessive loss of individual
resources. Based on COR theory, resource supplementation
and the prevention of resource loss are essential to alleviating
emotional exhaustion (Hobfoll, 2011). Recent research on COR
theory states that resources in an organization are subject to the
crossover effect of interpersonal flow (Gutermann et al., 2017).
As leaders occupy more influential positions in the workplace
and control more resources, they can be regarded as credible
sources of the outflow of resources (Rogers and Ashforth, 2017).
As a source of resources, leader mindfulness can effectively

supplement the resources of university teachers, prevent the loss
of resources, and alleviate emotional exhaustion.

This process of assisting teachers has three steps. First, a
mindful leader can help university teachers consciously separate
themselves from the pressures associated with working situations
(Good et al., 2016). Research showed that employees who
feel more supported in the workplace also score higher in
mindfulness tests (Decuypere et al., 2020). Therefore, it can
be inferred that the mindfulness of university teachers can be
improved with the support of mindful leaders. Mindfulness
enables individuals to view stress in a more positive and objective
way through the practice of being fully present (Weinstein and
Ryan, 2011). University teachers can thereby separate themselves
from the pressures associated with working situations (Good
et al., 2016), reducing their experience of work-related pressure.
Because emotional exhaustion is a stress response caused
by exceptional mental exhaustion and extreme fatigue under
pressure (Watkins et al., 2014), one can speculate that emotional
exhaustion will be relieved when work pressure is reduced.

Second, mindfulness can enable leaders to have more
sympathy toward, and have intelligent responses to, university
teachers, communicate and interact with other employees
effectively, and pay more attention to university teachers’ needs
(Reb et al., 2019). Leader mindfulness can thus become a
supplement to the resources of university teachers. According
to COR theory, individuals who possess greater resources
may perceive job stressors as challenging, rather than
threatening, conditions (Sommovigo et al., 2019). Having
more resources will further reduce the risk of university teacher
emotional exhaustion.

Third, combined with the JD-R model, job resources can
relieve work pressure (Schaufeli, 2017). Job resources are
physical, social, or organizational aspects of the job that are
instrumental in achieving work goals (Schaufeli and Taris,
2014). Leader mindfulness can be regarded as a kind of job
resource, which can effectively relieve the pressure experienced
by university teachers. Emotional exhaustion, as a psychological
strain response to work stress (Watkins et al., 2014), can also be
relieved. Thus, we formulated the following hypothesis:

H1: Leader mindfulness is negatively related to the emotional
exhaustion of university teachers.

Mediating Effect of Workplace
Telepressure
Workplace telepressure is defined as an impulse to concentrate
on, and be anxious to respond immediately to, work-related
messages sent via ICTs (Barber and Santuzzi, 2017). The use
of ICTs restricts the autonomy of professionals, as they can
be technologically connected to work at all hours of the day
and night (Mazmanian et al., 2013). As a type of knowledge
professional, the greater autonomy held by university lecturers
makes it possible for them to be subjected to more workplace
telepressure. Workplace telepressure is a typical working stress
caused by job demand (Barber and Santuzzi, 2015). According to
the JD-R model, job resources can act as a buffer on restrictions
induced by job demand (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007), and
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the job resources delivered by leader mindfulness can effectively
alleviate stress. According to the concept of caravans in COR
theory, resources do not exist individually but travel in caravans
(Hobfoll, 2011). Personal resources are likely to emerge from
nurturing or supportive working conditions (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Therefore, mindful leaders will assist with the cultivation of more
personal resources for university teachers, which will help the
university teachers cope with workplace telepressure.

Leader mindfulness helps university teachers focus on the
present moment instead of problems caused by distraction
(Sutcliffe et al., 2016). This can help university teachers to
divert their attention from their job during non-working
time. Psychologically detaching from work is a helpful way
for university teachers to alleviate workplace telepressure
(Smit and Barber, 2016).

Mindful leaders have a sympathetic perception of the state
of university teachers and cultivate reflective behaviors for
them (Gates and Gilbert, 2016). Therefore, mindful leaders
are concerned about the feelings of university teachers and
will not require university teachers to reply to ICT demands
immediately. As mentioned previously, the requirement of an
immediate response to asynchronous work-related messages
promotes workplace telepressure (Barber and Santuzzi, 2017).
Leaders’ mindfulness is reflected in a mindful communication
style (Arendt et al., 2019), which is positively related to enhanced
communication in school settings (Kearney et al., 2013). High-
quality communication will reduce the need for employees to
be continuously connected to the workplace through ICTs, thus
relieving workplace telepressure (Barber and Santuzzi, 2017).
Additionally, leaders report that mindfulness helps them focus
on single task instead of “multitasking” (Decuypere et al., 2020).
Increased focus on a single task reduces leaders’ distribution of
remote tasks during non-working hours, thus reducing the source
of workplace telepressure on university teachers.

Finally, mindful leaders who are emotionally and socially
intelligent will convey a non-judgmental view to university
teachers (Gates and Gilbert, 2016). Stress does not only originate
from the event itself but also from an individual’s negative
evaluation of the event (Sonnentag and Fritz, 2015). Leader
mindfulness promotes university teachers’ adaptability to work-
related stressful events (Hülsheger et al., 2015). Therefore,
the perceptions of work stress and job demand induced by
workplace telepressure will be reduced. Thus, we formulated the
second hypothesis:

H2: Leader mindfulness is negatively related to university
teachers’ workplace telepressure.

COR theory indicates that resources have a depletion spiral,
and the initial loss of resources will cause individuals to
experience tension and pressure, which will lead to further loss
of resources (Hobfoll, 2011). First, workplace telepressure is a
job demand that results in a greater connection to the work
environment, even beyond the workplace (Barber and Santuzzi,
2017). As a result, university teachers need to expend additional
resources to cope with the pressure (Grawitch et al., 2017). This

pressure results in the loss of resources and further increases the
risk of emotional exhaustion.

Second, according to COR theory, individuals need to
continuously invest in resources to maintain and restore the
necessary level of resources needed to cope with work-related
stress (Ito and Brotheridge, 2003). Workplace telepressure
makes it impossible for university teachers to recover from
work-related pressures during non-work time (Barber and
Santuzzi, 2017). Being constantly connected with work will
reduce psychological detachment (Smit and Barber, 2016), which
will impede university teachers from obtaining new physical
and mental resources by participating in recovery and leisure
activities. Consequently, physical and cognitive resources cannot
be supplemented in time, and workplace telepressure will
increase the possibility of fatigue and emotional exhaustion.

Third, according to the COR theory, resources can
flow interpersonally and in a top-down fashion within a
hierarchy, causing crossover effects (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Leader mindfulness can be regarded as a job resources
supplement. Combined with the JD-R model, job resources
can ease the pressures of work requirements and supplement
the loss of personal resources (Hu et al., 2011). Therefore,
leader mindfulness can reduce university teachers’ workplace
telepressure and further relieve emotional exhaustion. Therefore,
we formulated the third hypothesis:

H3: Workplace telepressure mediates the relationship between
leader mindfulness and the emotional exhaustion of university
teachers.

Moderating Effect of University Teacher
Mindfulness
COR theory indicates that resources exert an initial resources
effect, which can reduce resource loss and increase the acquisition
of new resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). As a typical initial
resource, individual’s malleable characteristics play an important
role in resisting resource loss and improving resource acquisition,
all of which help individuals to resist stress (Hobfoll, 2011).
Mindfulness, as a mental state of openness, acceptance, and being
present in the moment (Schuh et al., 2019), can be considered an
initial resource that helps university teachers to more effectively
obtain leader mindfulness resources.

A previous study has highlighted the fact that negative
attitudes often lead individuals to focus on their internal
views, often making them unwilling to accept others’ views
(Yip and Schweitzer, 2019). In contrast, university teachers
with higher mindfulness will interact with their leaders in
a more open and positive manner (Murnieks et al., 2019).
Therefore, university teachers can more effectively perceive the
information transmitted via leader mindfulness, and the effect
of leader mindfulness on reducing workplace telepressure will be
more significant.

Another previous study has shown that when the authenticity
and intensity of emotional expression between an individual and
other people do not match, the individual’s perception of the
rationality of others’ emotional expression will be insufficient
(Yip and Côté, 2013). Mindful university teachers are open
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and receptive to their current experiences (Schuh et al., 2019),
which will enable them to have the same perceptions and levels
of attention as mindfulness leaders. University teachers with a
higher level of mindfulness have a stronger understanding of
the emotional expressions of mindfulness leaders. Therefore,
the effect of leader mindfulness on relieving work telepressure
will be enhanced.

Furthermore, according to the COR theory, possessing initial
resources enhances the capability of individuals to acquire new
resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Mindfulness equips leaders
with more sympathy and empathy (Good et al., 2016) and
consequently, they can engage in higher-quality communication
and interactions with university teachers (Arendt et al., 2019).
Mindful leaders are also more committed to high-quality social
exchanges with university teachers (Reb et al., 2019). As an
initial resource, mindfulness helps university teachers obtain the
resources transmitted by leader mindfulness. This acquisition of
new resources helps prevent resource loss, i.e., the mitigation
effect of leader mindfulness on workplace telepressure. Thus, this
study formulated the fourth hypothesis:

H4: University teacher mindfulness positively moderates
the relationship between leader mindfulness and workplace
telepressure.

Moderating Effect of Self-Efficacy in
Managing Negative Emotions
In the workplace, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions
has been proven to be an important individual’s malleable
characteristic for managing work stress (Caprara et al., 2013).
Individuals with high self-efficacy in managing negative emotions
can effectively recover from negative emotional states caused by
adversities at work (Alessandri et al., 2018). This ease of recovery
can facilitate the reflection on the own function of individuals
and encourage the acquisition of advantageous experiences
(Alessandri et al., 2015).

University teachers who are efficient in managing their
negative emotions have strong coping mechanisms and recovery
capabilities when facing the impact of workplace telepressure
(Caprara et al., 2013). Consequently, the negative impact of
workplace telepressure declines. A high level of self-efficacy when
managing negative emotions enhances reflexivity and generates
advantageous experiences in university teachers (Alessandri et al.,
2015). Their assessment of workplace telepressure will be more
objective. Therefore, high self-efficacy in managing negative
emotions will relieve the effect of workplace telepressure on
emotional exhaustion.

Additionally, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions
helps university teachers more flexibly address negative
experiences (Milioni et al., 2015). Workplace telepressure is a
typical negative work experience. A higher level of self-efficacy
in managing negative emotions can help university teachers
better control their negative emotions, enabling them to be
less easily affected by emotional fluctuations when faced with
adversity or challenges (Caprara et al., 2013). This contributes
to alleviating the shock of negative emotions and relieves the
emotional exhaustion caused by workplace telepressure.

Furthermore, according to the COR theory, self-efficacy in
managing negative emotions, as an abundant initial resource
for university teachers, will reduce the extent of resource loss
and prevent teachers from falling into a loss spiral when faced
with resource loss (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Therefore, as a kind of
resource loss, the impact of workplace telepressure on emotional
exhaustion will be reduced. A high level of self-efficacy in
managing negative emotions helps university teachers become
more adaptive and maintain basic emotional stability (Alessandri
et al., 2018). Therefore, workplace telepressure, as an example
of resource loss, will have less impact on the spiral of resource
depletion caused by emotional exhaustion. As a result, this study
presents a fifth hypothesis:

H5: Self-efficacy in managing negative emotions negatively
moderates the relationship between workplace telepressure and
emotional exhaustion of university teachers.

The conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.

METHODS

Sample and Procedure
Questionnaires were distributed to public university teachers,
excluding full-time administrative staff, in first-tier cities such
as Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, and Guangdong. A total of
43 universities were randomly selected for investigation. To
reduce common method bias, this study adopted a time-lagged
research design lasting for 6 months. An online questionnaire
survey was adopted, and questionnaires were sent to university
leaders and teachers, who were informed of the voluntary
nature of participation in the survey and assured of the
confidentiality of their responses. University teachers were
requested to take part in three surveys lasting a total of 6 months.
Participants could withdraw at any stage of the study without any
negative consequences.

At the baseline time point in October 2019, we asked
university leaders to complete an online survey on measuring
leader mindfulness and demographic variables including gender,
age, and tenure in their current position. We also asked university
leaders to provide us with the contact information of at least five
direct subordinates, who were university teachers. We contacted
these subordinates and asked them to complete an online survey
on university teacher mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing
negative emotions and demographic variables including gender,
age, tenure in their current position, and weekly working hours.
The last four digits of the participating university teachers’
mobile phone numbers were used as the matching codes to
track the questionnaire replies accurately. A total of 546 paired
questionnaires were distributed, 489 were recovered, and 462
were identified as valid. In phase 2, about 3 months later, we
contacted the university teachers and asked them to complete
the online survey on workplace telepressure. A total of 412
questionnaires were collected, 408 of which were valid. During
phase 3, an additional three months later, we asked university
teachers to rate their emotional exhaustion. A total of 397
questionnaires were collected, 388 of which were valid. We
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

introduced reverse questions to reduce common method bias and
rejected questionnaires with an obvious trend to the answers,
such as choosing the same option for all questions. Additionally,
according to previous research, a questionnaire with a response
rate below 30% is considered an invalid questionnaire (Newman,
2014). For those questionnaires with a small amount of missing
data, we used the mean value instead.

The final effective response rate was 71.06%. In the sample of
university leaders, 69.38% were male, 30.63% were female, the
average age was 43.67 years (SD = 5.02), and the average tenure in
the current position was 13.38 years (SD = 6.77). In the sample of
university teachers, 42.17% were male, 57.83% were female, the
average age was 40.68 years (SD = 7.53), the average tenure in
the current position was 8.46 years (SD = 5.72), and the average
weekly working hours were 48.37 h (SD = 8.56).

Measures
Through a systematic review of the relevant literature on
mindfulness, workplace telepressure, self-efficacy in managing
negative emotions, and emotional exhaustion, this study collated
the measurement scales of the relevant constructs. A preliminary
English version of the survey instrument was derived from
a thorough literature review of the relevant constructs and
measures. Following the procedure set by Brislin (1980), a
bilingual researcher translated all English items into Chinese.
Another researcher translated the items back into English.
A comparison showed high levels of translation accuracy. We
presented all items in Mandarin Chinese.

Independent Variable
Leader mindfulness was measured based on an established scale
derived from Brown and Ryan (2003). This scale has been
frequently used in earlier studies (e.g., Hülsheger et al., 2013;
Roche et al., 2014). In accordance with previous research (Grant
et al., 2009; Schuh et al., 2019), the present study used the five
items with the highest factor loadings. A sample item is “I rush
through activities without being really attentive to them in the
management,” and all items were reverse coded. Items were rated
on a 7-point scale from 1 = almost always to 7 = almost never
(Cronbach’s α = 0.834).

Mediation Variable
Workplace telepressure was measured with a six-item scale
derived from Barber and Santuzzi (2015). A sample item is “when

I receive work information, it is difficult for me to focus on other
things.” Items were rated on a 7-point scale from 1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree (Cronbach’s α = 0.904).

Moderation Variable
University teacher mindfulness was measured based on an
established scale derived from Brown and Ryan (2003). In
accordance with previous research (Grant et al., 2009; Schuh
et al., 2019), the present study used the five items with the
highest factor loadings. A sample item is “I rush through
activities without being really attentive to them,” and all items
were reverse coded. Items were rated on a 7-point scale
from 1 = almost always to 7 = almost never (Cronbach’s
α = 0.830). Self-efficacy in managing negative emotions was
measured with a six-item scale derived from Alessandri et al.
(2018). A sample item is “I can keep calm during stressful
and straining situations.” Items were rated on a 7-point scale
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree (Cronbach’s
α = 0.889).

Dependent Variable
Emotional exhaustion was measured with a three-item scale
derived from Watkins et al. (2014). A sample item is “I feel
emotionally drained from my work.” Items were rated on a
7-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree
(Cronbach’s α = 0.912).

Control Variable
Based on previous research, age, gender, tenure in their current
position, and weekly working hours were controlled, since each
of these measures could influence emotional exhaustion (Moen
et al., 2013; Charoensukmongkol, 2016; Murnieks et al., 2019).
Age is correlated with mindfulness, because as people age they
become more mindful (Hohaus and Spark, 2013; Grover et al.,
2017). To avoid spurious findings, we controlled for the age
of university teachers in the regression equations. Tenure in
their current position and weekly working hours are positively
correlated with emotional exhaustion (Charoensukmongkol,
2016; Murnieks et al., 2019). Gender was measured as a dummy
variable, where male was coded 1 and female was coded 0. Age
and tenure in their current position were measured in years, and
weekly working hours were measured in hours.
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Common Method Bias
This study primarily used SPSS 22.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk,
NY, United States) and LISREL 8.80 (Scientific Software
International, Inc., Lincolnwood, IL, United States) for data
analysis and hypothesis testing. Harman’s single-factor test was
adopted to estimate the common method bias (Podsako et al.,
2003). The results indicated that the cumulative explanation
variation degree of the five factors was 78.40%, and the
explanation variation degree of the first factor was 21.179%.
Thus, no single factor had particularly significant explanatory
power, indicating that no homologous error existed. The fitting
degree of the single factor model was poor (χ2 = 1,550.769,
df = 152, χ2/df = 10.202, Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.127, Comparative Fit Index
(CFI) = 0.780, Incremental Fit Index (IFI) = 0.781, Normed Fit
Index (NFI) = 0.763). Therefore, no significant common method
bias problem was found. As an additional testing measure, this
study added an unmeasured latent factor to the measurement
model. If such a method factor existed, the model would have a
better fit compared with the model without this factor (Podsakoff
et al., 2012). The addition of a common method factor to the
five-factor model did not improve the fit: the changes in the
fit indexes (1χ2 = 219.320, 1df = 22.000, 1χ2/df = 0.866,
1RMSEA = 0.013, 1NFI = 0.039, 1CFI = 0.017, 1IFI = 0.037,
M Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI) = 0.040) were clearly below the
recommended values to indicate a more parsimonious model
(i.e., an increase of at least 0.02 in CFI, Vandenberg and Lance,
2000; a decrease of at least 0.015 in RMSEA, Chen, 2007). In
addition, the mean of the squares of the standardized factor
loadings of the different items on the unmeasured latent method
factor is 0.18 (< 0.25), which indicated that common method
bias does not appear to have a substantial impact on the present
study. Although adding this additional latent factor did result in
a slightly better fit, it does not rule out the possibility that there
may be merit to our results (Conway and Lance, 2010), especially
regarding interactions (Siemsen et al., 2010).

Power Analysis, Reliability, and Validity
Power analysis for a multiple regression analysis with eight
predictors was conducted using G∗Power (Faul et al., 2009) to
determine whether the sample had a sufficient size using an
alpha of 0.05, a power of 0.95, and a medium effect size. Results
indicated that a total sample size of 160 was required, suggesting
that our sample size of 388 was adequate.

For the reliability test, as shown in Table 1, the Cronbach’s α

of each construct was found to exceed the cutoff value of 0.70.
Composite reliability (CR) estimation indicates good reliability
ranging from 0.841 to 0.928, which exceeds the recommended
threshold of 0.7.

Regarding the validity of each construct, as shown in Table 1,
the average variance extraction (AVE) of each construct ranges
from 0.607 to 0.812, exceeding the standard value of 0.5 and
indicating good convergent validity. As shown in Table 1, the
square root of the AVE of each variable exceeds the correlation
coefficients between the latent variables, further suggesting that
the scale had good discriminant validity. Additionally, as shown

in Table 2, the results of the model fit test using confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) indicate that our hypothesized 5-factor
model fit the data best (χ2 = 686.838, df = 199, χ2/df = 3.451,
RMSEA = 0.069, SRME = 0.048, CFI = 0.913, GFI = 0.882,
AGFI = 0.850, TFI = 0.883, IFI = 0.914, NFI = 0.883),
providing support for the hypothesized 5-factor model and the
distinctiveness of the variables in this study.

Multivariate Normal Test
Kim (2013) states that if the |skewness| > 2 or |kurtosis| > 7,
the data did not form a normal distribution. Table 1 shows the
skewness and kurtosis of each variable. The results indicate that
the sample presents a normal distribution. Additionally, if the
variables form a multivariate normal distribution, the chi-square
and Mahalanobis distance plot will form a straight line (Nor,
2015). Figure 2 shows that the variables of this sample form a
multivariate normal distribution.

HYPOTHESES TESTING AND RESULTS

In this study, multiple regression was used to test each hypothesis.
Four regression models were constructed to test the direct effects
of leader mindfulness and the mediating effects of workplace
telepressure. Two groups of stepwise regression models were
constructed to test the moderating effects of university teacher
mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing negative emotions.
A multicollinearity test was also conducted in this study. The
variance inflation factors (VIFs) of the regression models were
significantly lower than the critical value of 10, and the tolerances
of the reciprocals of the regression models were also close
to 1, signifying that the results had not been affected by a
multicollinearity issue. Additionally, the Durbin-Watson (DW)
values of the autocorrelation test results of all the regression
models were between 1.5 and 2. Values close to 2 indicate no
sequence correlation problem in a regression model. Therefore,
the empirical test results of this study were scientific and reliable.

The Demographic Variables Effect and
the Direct Effect of Leader Mindfulness
As shown in Table 3, the results of M1 showed that tenure
and hours worked were positively related to university teacher
emotional exhaustion. With the variables of gender, age, tenure,
and hours worked being controlled, the results of M2 showed
that leader mindfulness had a significant negative effect on
the emotional exhaustion of university teachers (β = −0.597,
p < 0.001). Thus, H1 was verified.

Mediating Effects of Workplace
Telepressure
Regarding the mediating effect of workplace telepressure, as
shown in Table 3, the results of regression model M2 (β =−0.597,
p < 0.001) indicate that leader mindfulness had a significant
negative effect on the emotional exhaustion of university teachers.
The results of regression model M3 (β = −0.760, p < 0.001)
indicate that leader mindfulness had a significant negative effect
on workplace telepressure. H2 was therefore verified.
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TABLE 1 | Correlation coefficients between each construct.

Construct Skewness Kurtosis CR AVE
√

AVE 1 2 3 4 5

Leader mindfulness −0.499 0.739 0.896 0.653 0.808 0.834

Workplace telepressure 0.368 0.101 0.918 0.652 0.807 −0.448* 0.904

University teacher mindfulness −0.220 0.007 0.841 0.607 0.779 0.440* −0.417** 0.830

Self-efficacy in managing negative emotions −0.677 0.710 0.908 0.623 0.789 0.509** −0.327* 0.302* 0.889

Emotional exhaustion 0.584 1.144 0.928 0.812 0.901 −0.486* 0.381* −0.399** −0.495** 0.912

The diagonal numbers formatted in bold indicate Cronbach’s α,
√

AVE indicates the square root of AVE. χ2 = 686.838, df = 199, χ2/df = 3.451, RMSEA = 0.069,
SRME = 0.048, CFI = 0.913, GFI = 0.882, AGFI = 0.850, TFI = 0.883, IFI = 0.914, NFI = 0.883. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Comparisons of measurement models.

Factor structure χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA SRME CFI GFI AGFI NFI TLI IFI

1-factor model 1,328.468 209 6.356 0.102 0.070 0.801 0.769 0.721 0.773 0.780 0.802

2-factor model 1,273.487 208 6.123 0.100 0.069 0.810 0.779 0.731 0.782 0.789 0.811

3-factor model 1,129.926 206 5.485 0.094 0.076 0.836 0.802 0.757 0.807 0.816 0.836

4-factor model 1,103.347 203 5.435 0.093 0.065 0.840 0.803 0.754 0.811 0.818 0.841

5-factor model 686.838 199 3.451 0.069 0.048 0.913 0.882 0.850 0.883 0.899 0.914

One-factor model (leader mindfulness + workplace telepressure + university teacher mindfulness + self-efficacy in managing negative emotions + emotional exhaustion).
Two-factor model (leader mindfulness + workplace telepressure + university teacher mindfulness + self-efficacy in managing negative emotions + emotional exhaustion).
Three-factor model (leader mindfulness + university teacher mindfulness, workplace telepressure + self-efficacy in managing negative emotions, emotional exhaustion).
Four-factor model (leader mindfulness, university teacher mindfulness + self-efficacy in managing negative emotions, workplace telepressure, emotional exhaustion).
Five-factor model (leader mindfulness, workplace telepressure, university teacher mindfulness, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions, emotional exhaustion).

FIGURE 2 | Chi-square and Mahalanobis distance plot.

As the mediating variables of workplace telepressure were
controlled, the results of regression model M4 indicate that the
effects of leader mindfulness on university teacher emotional
exhaustion remain significant (β = −0.472, p < 0.001), and
workplace telepressure also had a significant effect (β = 0.145,
p < 0.001) on university teacher emotional exhaustion.
Therefore, workplace telepressure had a partially mediating effect

between leader mindfulness and the emotional exhaustion of
university teachers, which supports H3.

This study used the PROCESS macro of SPSS (template 4) to
further verify the mediating effect of workplace telepressure and
used the bootstrapping test to obtain the indirect effect value. As
shown in Table 4, the indirect effect of leader mindfulness on the
emotional exhaustion of university teachers through workplace
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telepressure was −0.120, with a standard error of 0.048, and a
confidence interval of [−0.213, −0.023]. After controlling the
mediating variable of workplace telepressure, the direct effect of
leader mindfulness on university teachers’ emotional exhaustion
was −0.592, the standard error was 0.050, and the confidence
interval was [−0.680, −0.493]. Since zero was not included in
the confidence intervals of these effects, workplace telepressure
exerts a significant mediating role between leader mindfulness
and the emotional exhaustion of university teachers. This result
further supports H3.

Moderating Effect of University Teacher
Mindfulness
Before testing the moderating effect, to reduce the problem
of multicollinearity, leader mindfulness and university teacher
mindfulness were centralized. An interaction term was then
constructed between leader mindfulness and university teacher
mindfulness. As shown in Table 5, the results of the three stepwise
regression equations of Model 5, Model 6, and Model 7 show
that the interaction term had a significant positive impact on
workplace telepressure (β = −0.086, p < 0.01). The explanatory
power of Model 7 was also significantly enhanced (1R2 = 0.006,
thus obeying the F distribution). As shown in Table 6, since none
of the above confidence intervals contain 0, regardless of whether

TABLE 3 | Test results of direct and mediating effects.

Variable Emotional
exhaustion

Workplace
telepressure

Emotional
exhaustion

M1 M2 M3 M4

Gender 0.007 −0.017 −0.121* 0.001

Age −0.017 −0.014 0.025 −0.017

Tenure 0.062* −0.006 −0.051 0.001

Hours
worked

0.092* 0.021 0.001 0.021

Leader
mindfulness

−0.597*** −0.760*** −0.472***

Workplace
telepressure

0.145**

R2 0.690 0.504 0.400 0.527

1R2 0.690 0.435 0.376 0.023

F 10.465*** 114.832*** 75.246*** 104.878***

DW 1.936 1.985 1.987 2.031

n = 388; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Bootstrapping test of the mediating effect.

Mediator Effect Effect
size

Standard
error

95% confidence
interval

Minimum Maximum

Workplace
tele
pressure

Indirect effect −0.120 0.048 −0.213 −0.023

Direct effect −0.592 0.050 −0.680 −0.493

Total effect −0.712 0.034 −0.778 −0.646

the university teacher mindfulness levels are low, average, or
high, the effect of leader mindfulness on workplace telepressure
is significant. The conditional effect analysis indicates that with
the increase of university teacher mindfulness, the relieving
effect of leader mindfulness on workplace telepressure becomes
stronger. Additionally, as shown in Figure 3, compared with
low mindfulness levels in university teachers, when university
teacher mindfulness was high, leader mindfulness had a stronger
effect on reducing workplace telepressure. Therefore, university
teacher mindfulness had a positive moderating effect on
the relationship between leader mindfulness and workplace
telepressure, which supports H4.

Moderating Effect of Self-Efficacy in
Managing Negative Emotions
Workplace telepressure and self-efficacy in managing negative
emotions were centralized. An interaction term was then
constructed between workplace telepressure and self-efficacy
in managing negative emotions. As shown in Table 5, the
results of the three stepwise regression equations of Model
8, Model 9, and Model 10 showed that the interaction term
exerted a significant negative impact on emotional exhaustion
(β = −0.051, p < 0.05). The explanatory power of Model 10
was also significantly enhanced (1R2 = 0.003, thus obeying the
F distribution). As shown in Table 6, since none of the above
confidence intervals contain 0, regardless of whether the self-
efficacy in managing negative emotions is low, average, or high,
the effect of workplace telepressure on the emotional exhaustion
of university teachers is significant. The conditional effect analysis
indicates that with the increase of university teachers’ self-
efficacy in managing their negative emotions, the positive effect
of workplace telepressure on emotional exhaustion becomes
weaker. Additionally, as shown in Figure 4, when the self-efficacy
in managing negative emotions was high, workplace telepressure
had a less significant effect on the emotional exhaustion of
university teachers. Therefore, self-efficacy in managing negative
emotions exerted a negative moderating effect on the relationship
between workplace telepressure and the emotional exhaustion of
university teachers. Thus, H5 was supported.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Contributions
Leader mindfulness significantly reduces emotional exhaustion
in university teachers. First, this conclusion is consistent with
previous research, which has found that leader mindfulness
can alleviate employee emotional exhaustion (Schuh et al.,
2019). This conclusion, reached in the field of organizational
management research, is now extended to educational situations,
which proves the significance of leader mindfulness and provides
empirical evidence for the effectiveness of mindful educational
leadership. Second, previous research on the process of leader
mindfulness was primarily based on self-determination theory
(Arendt et al., 2019), social exchange theory (Reb et al.,
2019), affective event theory (Ruben and Gigliotti, 2016), and
justice theory (Schuh et al., 2019). However, the influence
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TABLE 5 | Test of the moderating effect.

Variable Workplace telepressure Emotional exhaustion

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Gender 0.007 0.004 0.003 −0.006 0.002 −0.001

Age −0.001 −0.010 −0.013 −0.006 −0.006 −0.006

Tenure −0.046 −0.053* −0.056* 0.064* 0.064* 0.060*

Hours worked 0.002 0.027 0.030* −0.044* −0.035* −0.035*

Z LM −0.760*** −0.559*** −0.578***

Z UTM −0.329*** −0.329***

Z LM * Z UTM −0.086**

Z WT 0.505*** 0.388*** 0.389***

Z SMNE −0.199*** −0.210***

Z WT * Z SMNE −0.051*

R2 0.562 0.625 0.631 0.358 0.403 0.406

MR2 0.562 0.063 0.006 0.358 0.045 0.003

F 129.778*** 139.972*** 122.659*** 56.405*** 56.750*** 49.080***

DW 2.068 1.976

n = 388. LM, Leader mindfulness; UTM, university teacher mindfulness; WT, workplace telepressure; SMNE, self-efficacy in managing negative emotions. *p < 0.05;
**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 | Bootstrapping test of the moderating effect.

Moderator Effect Effect size Standard error 95% confidence interval

Minimum Maximum

University teacher mindfulness Low −0.5045 0.0490 −0.6007 −0.4084

Mean −0.5624 0.0465 −0.6537 −0.4712

High −0.6203 0.0548 −0.728 −0.5127

Self-efficacy in managing negative emotions Low 0.4531 0.0457 0.3634 0.5428

Mean 0.406 0.0373 0.3328 0.4792

High 0.3589 0.0451 0.2703 0.4474

FIGURE 3 | Moderating effect of university teacher mindfulness.

of leader mindfulness on subordinates has not been explored
from a COR theory perspective. Utilizing the COR theory,
this study provides a novel theoretical perspective for studying
leader mindfulness. Third, scholars have proposed that the
interpersonal transmission process of resources should be

investigated by applying a resources crossover effect perspective
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). Moreover, researchers have also called
for more investigation into the interpersonal effects of leader
mindfulness among employees (Reb et al., 2019). To some
extent, this study responded to these appeals and investigated
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FIGURE 4 | Moderating effect of self-efficacy in managing negative emotions.

the buffering mechanism of university leaders, as a source
of outflow of resources, on the loss of university teachers’
resources. Thus, this study contributes to the growing literature
on workplace mindfulness.

Workplace telepressure mediates the relationship between
leader mindfulness and the emotional exhaustion of university
teachers. First, workplace telepressure is a new source of pressure,
generated by the continuous development of ICTs (Barber
and Santuzzi, 2017). Consequently, the boundaries between
university teachers’ work and non-work areas have become
very vague (Eagan and Garvey, 2015). Therefore, workplace
telepressure is experienced as more intense. Workplace
telepressure provides a new perspective for the mechanism
underlying the interaction between leader mindfulness and
university teacher emotional exhaustion. Second, a previous
study has called for more study of the interaction between
job resources and demands from the perspective of the JD-R
model (Schaufeli, 2017). The conclusions of the present study
confirm that job resources can promote the negative impact
of high-level job demands. In other words, leader mindfulness
can be used as a job resource to reduce workplace telepressure,
thus relieving the emotional exhaustion of university teachers.
Third, previous studies focused on individuals’ efforts to invest
in their own resources (Hobfoll, 2011), while investment in
others’ resources has not been considered. The present study
used leader mindfulness as a resource outflow source to test
its resource investment effect on university teachers. This kind
of leadership-oriented resource investment helps university
teachers to recover their resources and prevent resource loss.
This conclusion extends the epistemology of the COR theory
and assesses the mechanism of leader mindfulness by applying a
resources perspective.

University teacher mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing
negative emotions are situational factors for the improvement
of the effectiveness of leader mindfulness. First, Schaufeli
and Taris (2014) proposed that personal resources should
be considered in the JD-R model and their position in the
model should be further determined through empirical research.
The current study regarded mindfulness and self-efficacy in

managing negative emotions as personal resources of university
teachers and determined their situational roles in the JD-R
model. Second, based on the COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018),
the present study verified the initial resources effects of
university teacher mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing
negative emotions, while determining that their mechanisms
were different. Mindfulness increased the possibility of acquiring
new resources, while self-efficacy in managing negative emotions
reduced individual resource loss and prevented further loss of
resources. Mindfulness is the preceding situational condition of
workplace telepressure prevention, and self-efficacy in managing
negative emotions is the subsequent boundary condition of
workplace telepressure relief. Third, in previous studies, the COR
theory used personal efforts to acquire, maintain, and protect
resources as basic assumptions (Hobfoll, 2011). The present
study overcame the “individual participant” perspective and,
based on the resources crossover effect as well as from the
bilateral perspective of the leader/university teacher, identified
the situational conditions for the flow of resources from leaders.
Starting from personal’s malleable characteristics, the present
study showed that personal resources, which involve university
teacher mindfulness and self-efficacy in managing negative
emotions, can promote the path of job resources, in this
case leader mindfulness, to reduce emotional exhaustion by
relieving job demands, which in this study were remote work-
related pressures.

Managerial Implications
Universities will benefit from focusing on, and investing in,
the mindfulness of both their leaders and their teachers. Prior
studies have suggested that mindfulness can be taught through
short mindfulness interventions or mindfulness training sessions,
involving instructions that direct people’s attention to the here
and now (Long and Christian, 2015; Slutsky et al., 2019).
Other previous studies have shown that such interventions and
training can have pronounced positive effects on participants’
emotions and actions (Hafenbrack et al., 2014) and that these
effects are moderately long-lasting (Hülsheger et al., 2013).
Therefore, universities should actively implement college-based
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mindfulness intervention measures (Roeser et al., 2013). School-
based mindfulness interventions can be defined as the adjustment
of mindfulness to consciousness and attention, applied to the
campus environment. Additionally, professional projects or
courses can help leaders improve the effectiveness of their
management (Abenavoli et al., 2013). With regard to leader
mindfulness, universities can conduct training programs on
mindful leadership, tailored to the tertiary education context
(for instance, Reb et al., 2019). Moreover, mindful behavior
could be established as a selection and performance criterion for
leadership positions. Regarding university teacher mindfulness,
a broad range of mindfulness programs can be considered, such
as mindfulness-based stress reduction or short smartphone-based
guided meditation (Walsh and Arnold, 2018).

Furthermore, the benefits provided by ICTs should be viewed
as a mixed blessing. ICTs make employees more accessible during
non-work hours (Ou et al., 2013), which can make it challenging
for employees to detach from work during non-working hours,
which in turn can interfere with their domestic life (Derks et al.,
2014). Therefore, leaders should formulate rules to specify the
usage time and norms of ICTs. Leaders can use event times
and calendar sharing as references and clarify that university
teachers need to collectively participate in a certain project or
deal with specific tasks centrally at a particular time. In other
instances, ICTs should not be used to arrange work. University
teachers should consciously separate themselves from their jobs
to protect their non-working hours from work interference,
promote the recovery of their own resources, and prevent falling
into a resource loss spiral.

Additionally, university teachers should improve their
emotional management and control capabilities when faced with
negative emotions. In practice, empirically validated strategies
for the development of self-efficacy in managing negative
emotions include training programs based on reflective learning
(Dacre-Pool and Qualter, 2012) and expressive writing (Kirk
et al., 2011). Leaders can conduct self-efficacy counseling for
university teachers through these training programs to enhance
their psychological flexibility and resilience. These skills will
enrich the initial resources of university teachers, improve
their capabilities to acquire new resources and resist resource
loss, and thus promote occupational health and enable more
sustainable development.

Limitations and Future Research
Despite its value, this study has a number of limitations.
First, this study relied solely on self-report measures. The
non-experimental nature of the study design does not enable
causal inferences. Future research should integrate self-report
measures with qualitative data and objective indicators or use
an experimental approach to overcome this limitation. Second,
this study regards leader mindfulness as a perceived resource
at the individual level. New trends in the area of leader
mindfulness involve multilevel research into the impact and
coherence of mindfulness at various levels in an organization,
as well as research into collective mindfulness (Sutcliffe et al.,
2016; Decuypere et al., 2020). Future research may explore
and enrich the theoretical model of emotional exhaustion

from different levels by conducting crosslayer research at the
organizational level. Third, this study was conducted in China,
and thus it may be challenging to generalize the results
to other cultural contexts. Replications of this study should
be conducted in other countries. Finally, this study did not
directly measure the mechanism that might account for the
way in which crossover effects explain how leaders’ mindfulness
might be transmitted to their subordinates. Additionally, the
results suggested that workplace telepressure is not the only
mediating variable between leader mindfulness and emotional
exhaustion, and that there might be other complementary
mediating variables. Future studies should introduce other
mediation variables to enrich the research model and to
further develop research on the transmission mechanism of
leader mindfulness.

CONCLUSION

Drawing on COR theory, integrated with the JD-R model,
this study investigated the interpersonal aspects of leader
mindfulness. The results indicate the buffering mechanism
of university leaders as an outflow of resources on the loss
of university teachers’ resources. Workplace telepressure,
as a new source of job-based pressure, provides a novel
perspective on the mechanism underlying the relationship
between leader mindfulness and university teachers’ emotional
exhaustion. Additionally, university teacher mindfulness is the
preceding situational condition of workplace telepressure
prevention, thereby promoting the gain of resources,
and self-efficacy in managing negative emotions is the
subsequent boundary condition of workplace telepressure
relief, preventing cycles of resource loss. Starting from
the bilateral personal exploitable traits of leaders and
university teachers, this study identified the situational
conditions for the effectiveness of resource crossover.
This study contributes both to the growing literature on
workplace mindfulness, while also offering suggestions for this
mindfulness in practice.
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Drawing upon the literature on complementary fit theory, the purpose of this study is to
examine how the dynamic tenure moderates the relationship between leader–employee
congruence/incongruence in humor and employee innovative behavior. Data were
collected from 108 leader–employee dyads from information technology companies
in China. Polynomial regression combined with the response surface methodology
was used to test the hypotheses. Four conclusions were drawn. First, employee
innovative behavior was maximized when leaders and employees were incongruent
in humor. Second, in the case of incongruence, employees had higher innovative
behavior when employees were more humorous than their leaders. Third, in the case
of congruence, employees had higher innovative behavior when a leader’s and an
employee’s humor matched at high levels. Fourth, dynamic tenure moderated the
leader–employee congruence/incongruence effect of humor on employee innovative
behavior. This study enhanced theoretical developments by considering the importance
of leaders’ congruence with employees in humor for the first time. Additionally, the
research results provided better practical guidance for effectively promoting employee
innovative behavior.

Keywords: humor, innovative behavior, leader–employee congruence, dynamic tenure, polynomial regression

INTRODUCTION

Because employee innovative behavior is an important source for an organization to maintain
competitive advantage (Shin et al., 2017) and obtain organizational success (Chung et al., 2017;
Yuan and Woodman, 2020), it is essential to identify factors that increase innovative behavior
(Anderson et al., 2004, 2014; Shin et al., 2017; Li et al., 2020). Leader humor, one of the most
important dispositional antecedents of innovative behavior, has thus received research attention
(Pundt, 2015; Li et al., 2019; Hu and Luo, 2020). From the perspective of behavior view, leader
humor in this study refers to the extent to which a leader uses humor with each employee (Avolio
et al., 1999; Cooper et al., 2018). It is a discrete social behavior (Robert and Wilbanks, 2012),
which means that leaders intentionally create interesting verbal or non-verbal activities to amuse
one particular follower (Pundt and Venz, 2017), including spontaneous verbal humor and sharing
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interesting stories or jokes. As a communication strategy, leader
humor is related to employee creativity (Li et al., 2019; Hu and
Luo, 2020; Peng et al., 2020), job satisfaction (Robert et al.,
2015), job performance (Kim et al., 2016; Tan et al., 2020a), work
engagement (Yam et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2020b), organizational
citizenship behavior (Cooper et al., 2018), voice behavior
(Liu et al., 2020), and feedback-seeking behavior (Karakowsky
et al., 2020). Although researchers have started to use a dyadic and
relational approach to examine the outcomes of leader humor,
such as leader–member exchange (Pundt and Venz, 2017; Cooper
et al., 2018; Yam et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020) or employee’s trust in
the supervisor (Neves and Karagonlar, 2020), a critical question
remains regarding the role of employee humor in shaping the
relationship between leader humor and innovative behavior.
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine the relationship
between leader–employee congruence/incongruence in humor
and employee innovative behavior.

The perspectives of both resources and fit provide a theoretical
basis for explaining the relationship between leader–employee
congruence in humor and innovative behavior. On the one
hand, from the perspective of resources, humor can provide
cognitive, emotional, and relational resources for employee
innovation (Pundt, 2015; Cooper et al., 2018). First, humor
constructs cognitive resources for innovation. Incongruity is
a cognitive element of humor (Pundt, 2015), and humorous
incongruity stimulates new ways of thinking and playing
with ideas and leads to unusual associations and new ideas
(Holmes, 2007). Second, humor constructs emotional resources
for innovation. Humorous stimuli activate brain regions that
are associated with laughter (Robert and Wilbanks, 2012) and
positive emotions (Goswami et al., 2016). The activated positive
emotions broaden their thought–action repertoires (Fredrickson,
2001), thus promoting the emergence of innovative behavior
(Madrid et al., 2014). In addition, employees with positive
emotions pay more attention to the value and opportunity
of innovation, while ignoring the potential risks of innovative
implementation (Gorman et al., 2012). Third, humor constructs
relational resources for innovation. Humor helps to overcome
the hierarchical differences between leaders and employees and
build a sense of psychological security (Pundt, 2015). Hence,
employees feel free to develop, communicate, and implement
their ideas without any fear of negative consequences (Carmeli
et al., 2010). Therefore, this study considers the effect of humor
on innovative behavior directly from the perspective of resources
for the first time.

On the other hand, from the perspective of fit, the
complementary fit between leaders and employees is more
conducive to employee innovative behavior. According to
person–environment (P-E) fit research (Kristof, 1996; Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005), supplementary fit focuses on the similarity
between the person and other individuals in the environment,
whereas complementary fit occurs when one part (person or
organization) provides the other part with what they want
(Marstand et al., 2017). As for the innovation, intrapersonal
variability perspective of creativity (Barron and Harrington,
1981) points out that individuals who hold different or
opposing elements within themselves have greater creativity

(Barron and Harrington, 1981; Chang et al., 2015). Therefore, for
the first time, this study includes leader humor and employee
humor into the model at the same time and tests whether
complementary fit is better than supplementary fit.

In addition, dynamic tenure defines the boundary conditions
for the effect of leader–employee congruence in humor from
the perspectives of both resources and fit. The longer dynamic
tenure means that leader and employee developed a better
social exchange relationship in the long-term communication
and cooperation (Li et al., 2019), which is conducive to the
accumulation of human capital (Steffens et al., 2014) and
psychological capital (Li et al., 2019). However, from the
perspective of resource matching (Halbesleben et al., 2014),
employees with shorter dynamic tenure are more likely to cherish
existing resources and invest it in innovative activities. Therefore,
this study suggests that employees with shorter dynamic tenure
are more likely to obtain resources from leader–employee humor
incongruence and engage in innovative behavior.

Therefore, drawing upon the literature on complementary fit
(Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), this study examines
the effects of leader–employee congruence/incongruence in
humor on employee innovative behavior that was moderated by
dynamic tenure. By hypothesizing and testing these relationships,
this study makes important theoretical contributions to the
literature on humor and innovation, offering a more balanced
perspective that recognizes both the strengths and weaknesses
of leader humor from the perspective of congruence. First, this
study enriched P-E fit theory by proving the positive results
of leader–employee incongruence in humor. Previous research
on P-E fit theory ignored the problem of complementary fit
(Marstand et al., 2017) and resource matching. This study
discussed in detail how employees construct and deal with
existing resources and put resources into innovative activities.
Second, this study included the leader humor and employee
humor into the model at the same time so as to better recognize
and understand the connotation of humor from the perspective
of leader–employee congruence. Previous studies have not
really explored the effect of humor from the perspective of
interaction between leaders and employees. This study expanded
the research on humor with an obvious individual feature from
a single-level perspective to a two-level interaction perspective.
Third, this study started with the humor fit perspective and
discussed in details about the impact of the leader–employee
congruence in humor on stimulating the employee innovative
behavior, which expanded the antecedents of innovative behavior.
Previous studies have rarely explored the common impact of
individual and organizational context interaction on innovation
(Anderson et al., 2014). In addition, this study also extended
the boundary conditions of innovative behavior from the
perspective of dynamic tenure. Fourth, this study also boasted
great practical significance. The actual management should
also take into account the leader–employee congruence in
humor, besides the influence of leader humor on employee
innovative behavior. Attention should be paid to complementary
fit of leaders and employees in humor, thus giving a role to
the humor in positively predicting and promoting employee
innovative behavior.
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TABLE 1 | The four different scenarios of (in)congruence in
leader–employee humor.

Leader humor

Low leader humor High leader humor

hu
m

or

Low employee
humor

Leader low–employee
low congruence in

leader–employee humor
(Quadrant 1)

Leader
high–employee low

incongruence in
leader–employee

humor (Quadrant 3)

E
m

pl
oy

ee High employee
humor

Leader low–employee
high incongruence in

leader–employee humor
(Quadrant 4)

Leader high–employee
high congruence in
leader–employee

humor (Quadrant 2)

THEORIES AND HYPOTHESES

The Four Different Scenarios of
Leader–Employee Congruence in Humor
Humor is a way for leaders and employees to express their
feelings in the workplace (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012).
Because leaders have the ability to influence employees’
perceptions of the environment (LePine et al., 2016) and
also set the tone for humor expression at work (Cooper
et al., 2018), the existing researches on innovation from
the perspective of humor mainly focused on leader humor,
ignoring the role of employee humor. However, workplace
innovation behavior is embedded in the process of interpersonal
interaction (Scott and Bruce, 1994), and the consistency
of personal characteristics and environmental factors is
very important to promote innovative behavior (Choi,
2004). Therefore, leader humor and employee humor are
mutually influential and correlated. When discussing the
influence of workplace humor on employee innovative
behavior, it is necessary to consider both leader humor
and employee humor.

According to the level of leader humor and employee humor,
this study identified the following four different matching
scenarios as shown in Table 1: high–high, low–low, high-
low, low–high. The former two fall into the category of
congruence and the latter two into that of incongruence. In
discovering the impact that leader–employee congruence in
humor has on innovative behavior, this study will address
the following: first, whether innovative behavior is higher
in incongruence scenarios than in scenarios of congruence;
second, between the two incongruence scenarios, whether
innovative behavior is higher when employees are at a higher
level of humor than leaders in comparison to the opposite;
and third, between the two congruence scenarios, whether
innovative behavior is higher in a high–high one than in a low–
low one.

Humor Congruence Effects on
Innovative Behavior
Innovative behavior refers to the generation, communication,
and implementation of new ideas concerning products, services,
and processes (Pundt, 2015; Shin et al., 2017). Adequate

supplies of resources are critical to innovative behavior, such
as equipment, facilities, and time (Scott and Bruce, 1994).
Resources are defined as anything perceived by the individual
to help attain his or her goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014).
Humor that makes others happy by sharing interesting events
is often associated with positive emotions (Yip and Martin,
2006; Wijewardena et al., 2017; Cooper et al., 2018), which
can expand the range of thinking and action of individuals
and help to build lasting resources, such as cognitive, social,
and psychological resources (Fredrickson, 2001; Cooper et al.,
2018). Therefore, humor can help individuals construct cognitive,
emotional, and relational resources (Pundt, 2015; Wijewardena
et al., 2017; Cooper et al., 2018; Hu and Luo, 2020). The resources
that employees apply to innovation mainly come from their
own resources and those given by leaders. Therefore, this study
intends to explore the influence of leader–employee congruence
in humor on innovative behavior from the perspectives of both
resources and fit.

The view of complementary fit points out that dissimilarity
may have positive consequences for employees (Glomb
and Welsh, 2005). For example, based on the dominance
complementarity theory, Grant and Berry (2011) proved
that leaders rated high in extraversion achieved higher
profits when employees were passive. In addition, previous
findings supported the intrapersonal variability perspective
of creativity (Chang et al., 2015): individuals who hold
different or opposing elements within themselves have greater
creativity (Barron and Harrington, 1981). Therefore, in the
process of interaction between leaders and employees, with
humor as an individual resource, when the humor of leaders
and employees is complementary fit, employee innovative
behavior will be higher.

On the one hand, in the case of incongruence between leader
humor and employee humor, they can form a complementary
fit in resources so as to construct heterogeneous innovative
resources. First, Quadrant 4 (employees are humorous and
the leaders are not humorous) means that employees have
different innovative resources brought by the humor. At
this time, humorous employees are good at using positive
emotions to expand thinking flexibility and promote the
generation of innovative ideas (Baas et al., 2008). Leaders
who are not humorous enough may realize the decrease
of leadership effectiveness, which may prompt them to take
positive leadership behaviors to improve leadership effectiveness,
such as creating an excellent organizational environment for
innovation. Second, Quadrant 3 (employees are not humorous
and leaders are humorous) means that leaders have different
innovative resources brought by humor. At this time, leaders
will provide flexible thinking style, positive emotional support,
and safe psychological atmosphere to meet the innovative
needs of employees (Pundt, 2015; Wijewardena et al., 2017;
Li et al., 2019). And employees will cherish the innovative
resources and actively participate in innovative activities.
Therefore, in the case of incongruence, employees show a more
innovative behavior.

On the other hand, in the case of congruence between leader
humor and employee humor, they show similar matching in
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resources, and redundancy or lack of resources will hinder
employee innovation. First, Quadrant 2 (both leaders and
employees are humorous) means that they have the same
innovative resources brought by humor. Although leaders and
employees similarity can promote the leader–member exchange
quality and thus promote positive work outcomes (Zhang et al.,
2012), internal variability perspective of creativity suggested that
individuals who hold different or opposing elements within
themselves have greater creativity (Barron and Harrington, 1981).
In addition, previous studies found that employees who are
trusted by leaders may generate more workload and emotional
exhaustion (Baer et al., 2015). Second, Quadrant 1 (both leaders
and employees are not humorous) means that they have only a
few innovative resources brought by humor. Innovation depends
on internal and external available information and resources
(Scott and Bruce, 1994), and the lack of resources may hinder
innovative activities. Therefore, when leaders and employees have
the same level of humor, employee innovative behavior is lower.

H1. The higher the incongruence of an employee’s and his or
her leader’s levels of humor are, the better the employee
innovative behavior.

Leader–employee incongruence in humor has two different
situations (Quadrant 3 and Quadrant 4). The essence of
innovative behavior is that individuals participate in all stages
of innovative activities, including the generation, dissemination,
and implementation of ideas (Shin et al., 2017). On the one
hand, humor endorser is linked to self-integration (Chang et al.,
2015). Self-integration will generate more intrinsic motivation
(Weinstein et al., 2013), which is conducive to the generation
of innovative behavior (Grant and Berry, 2011; Su et al., 2020).
Previous research has found that employees with intrinsic interest
in innovation voluntarily engage in innovative behavior, because
they naturally prefer and enjoy the engagement in innovative
activities (Shin et al., 2017). In addition, humorous employees
are also good at using positive emotions to expand thinking
flexibility (Baas et al., 2008), and these employees experiencing
positive affect are more likely to generate new ideas and stimulate
innovative behavior (Mielniczuk and Laguna, 2020). Thus, when
employee humor is higher than his or her leader, it means that the
employee has stronger intrinsic motivation and more emotional
resources for innovative behavior.

On the other hand, if employees lack humor, even if
humorous leaders can provide external resources and conditions
for employee innovation, it is difficult for employees to apply
these resources to innovation, because the important influence
factor of innovation is employee’s intrinsic interest in innovation
(Shin et al., 2017). For example, previous research has found
that extrinsic motivation is positively related to innovation only
when the value of rewards is integrated to one’s sense of self
(Gupta, 2020). Otherwise, extrinsic motivation is not related
to innovation (Gupta, 2020). Thus, when employee humor is
lower than his or her leader, it means that the employee has
weaker intrinsic motivation and less emotional resources for
innovative behavior. Therefore, this study suggests that the
intrinsic motivation and emotional resources of employee humor

play a more significant role in the pattern of resource allocation
and ultimately lead to more innovative behavior.

H2. Innovative behavior is higher when an employee’s
humor is higher than a leader’s rather than when a
leader’s humor is higher than an employee’s.

While discussing congruence, it needs to be made clear
that leaders and employees can be either congruent at a high
or low level of humor. On the one hand, both leaders and
employees being humorous (Quadrant 2) means that both
employees and leaders have a positive emotional experience.
Positive emotions expand the scope of cognition and attention
(Fredrickson, 2013), which is conducive to the generation and
implementation of innovative ideas (Mielniczuk and Laguna,
2020). In addition, the intrinsic motivation brought by humor
(Weinstein et al., 2013; Chang et al., 2015) is the internal driving
force of innovation (Su et al., 2020). In this case, both leaders
and employees are committed to providing motivational and
emotional resources for innovation, so employee will produce
more innovative behavior.

On the other hand, the lack of humor of both leaders
and employees (Quadrant 1) means that employees lack the
motivational and emotional resources for innovation, which
hinder innovative behavior. If leaders and employees are not
humorous, it is difficult for employees to generate intrinsic
motivation for innovation (Weinstein et al., 2013; Chang et al.,
2015), and it is also difficult for leaders to provide innovative
resources for employees. In addition, employees without a sense
of humor mean that they cannot feel the positive emotions
brought about by their own humor (Baas et al., 2008) and their
leader’s humor (Wijewardena et al., 2017), which leads to the
lack of emotional resources for innovation. Therefore, compared
with the leaders and employees who are not humorous, when
both leaders and employees are humorous, employee will be more
involved in innovative behavior.

H3. Innovative behavior is higher when an employee is
aligned with a leader at a high level of humor rather
than when an employee is aligned with a leader at a
low level of humor.

The Moderating Role of Dynamic Tenure
Dynamic tenure refers to the duration of time an employee
has worked together with his direct leader in an organization
(Li et al., 2019). From the perspective of resources, the longer
an individual’s organizational tenure is, the easier it is to
obtain human capital (Steffens et al., 2014) and psychological
capital (Li et al., 2019), such as job knowledge, skills, abilities,
and experiences (Steffens et al., 2014). These resources all
contribute to employee innovation. However, empirical evidence
showed that the rate of acquiring more tenure-related resources
tends to be greater in employees who are in early, rather
than advanced, stages of organizational membership (Ng and
Feldman, 2013). In other words, when the dynamic tenure is
short, employees can get the innovative resources quickly from
the organization. Therefore, this study suggests that employees
with shorter dynamic tenure are more likely to obtain resources
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FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized model.

from leader–employee incongruence in humor and engage in
innovative behavior.

Employees with shorter dynamic tenure can quickly obtain
the innovative resources from the new environment. On the one
hand, in terms of the number of resources, employees accumulate
more resources and human capital at these early stages of
socialization (Steffens et al., 2014). On the other hand, from
the perspective of the quality of resources, the initial acquisition
of resources is more valuable for employees. Therefore, in the
case of leader–employee incongruence in humor, employees
with shorter dynamic tenure can put resources into innovative
activities more effectively.

By contrary, when the dynamic tenure is long, it is difficult
for employees to obtain the innovative resources. On the one
hand, a longer dynamic tenure may solidify the thinking style.
For example, Woods et al. (2018) found that with the increase
of tenure, employees with more conscientiousness showed less
innovative behavior. On the other hand, as tenure increases, the
relationships between leaders and employees tend to stabilize
(Ilies et al., 2005). Innovation needs diversity environment
(Chang et al., 2015), and stable leader–member relationship may
inhibit innovation. Therefore, it is difficult for employees with
longer tenure to engage in innovative activities even when faced
with the unique resources brought by the incongruence of leader–
employee humor.

H4. The relationship between leader–employee congruence
in humor and innovative behavior will be moderated
by dynamic tenure. Specifically, for employees from
a low dynamic tenure group, innovative behavior will
be positively predicted by increasing incongruence
between leader humor and employee humor (Figure 1).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedures
Data were collected from information technology companies in
China, located in Beijing, Chengdu, Guangzhou, and Chongqing.
In order to reduce common method variance (Podsakoff et al.,
2003), this study adopted multi-time points design. In the
first-wave survey (T1), this study sent questionnaires to 300
of employees (response rate of 78.67%). This study surveyed

employee demographic variables (e.g., dynamic tenure) and
employee humor. And 1 week after the first survey, the second
questionnaire (T2) was distributed to the 236 employees and
their leaders. This study surveyed the employee innovative
behavior and leader humor, and 108 of whom returned complete
questionnaires (response rate of 45.76%), constituting the final
sample of this study. Among the employees, approximately
51.85% were male, 88.89% had a college degree or better, the
average age was 30.21 (SD = 6.23) years, and the mean tenure was
6.39 (SD = 4.83) years.

Measures
The language used in this study was Chinese, and this study
applied translation/back-translation procedures (Brislin, 1980)
to translate the English-based measures into Chinese. All scales
were measured using a seven-point Likert format (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Humor
Leaders and employees assessed their own humor using Avolio
et al. (1999) five-item humor instrument. An example item is “I
use humor to take the edge off during stressful periods” (leader:
α = 0.88, employee: α = 0.87).

Innovative Behavior
Employees rated their innovative behavior using the nine-item
scale developed by Ng and Lucianetti (2016). An example item is
“I transform innovative ideas into useful applications” (α = 0.91).

Dynamic Tenure
This continuous variable was measured using self-report
responses by employees, who were asked to indicate the amount
of time (in years) they had worked for their current direct leader.

Control Variables
Previous researches suggested that innovative behavior may be
related to demographic characteristics, such as age and education
level (Chen et al., 2016). Therefore, this study controlled for
employee’s gender, age, education, and tenure.

Analytic Strategy
In order to test the hypotheses, this study used polynomial
regression and response surface methodology (Edwards and
Parry, 1993). Specifically, the dependent variable (innovative
behavior) was regressed on the control variables, as well as the five
polynomial terms, that is, leader humor (LH), employee humor
(EH), leader humor squared (LH2), leader humor times employee
humor (LH ∗ EH), and employee humor squared (EH2). In other
words, this study estimated the following equation (to simplify,
all control variables are omitted):

Innovative behavior = b0 + b1LH + b2EH + b3LH2
+

b4LH ∗ EH + b5EH2
+ e (1)

As Edwards and Cable (2009) describe, the congruence test
involved the slope (b1 + b2) along the congruence line
(LH = EH), and the slope (b1 - b2) and curvature (b3 - b4 + b5)
along the incongruence line (LH = -EH).
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TABLE 2 | Model fit results for confirmatory factor analyses.

Models χ2 df RMSEA CFI IFI NNFI

Three-factor
model

271.00 149 0.09 0.95 0.95 0.94

Two-factor
modela

588.97 151 0.17 0.81 0.81 0.78

One-factor
modelb

996.84 152 0.23 0.63 0.63 0.58

n = 108. aTwo-factor model: leader humor + employee humor, innovative behavior.
bOne-factor model: all variables are combined.

In addition, to test the moderating effect of dynamic tenure
on innovative behavior and to directly facilitate comparison
of coefficients across the dynamic tenure groups, this study
used a Chow test (Chow, 1960). This test is analogous
to testing the equality of coefficients in a multisample
structural equation model.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analyses
This study conducted confirmatory factor analyses to examine
the distinctiveness of the three variables (leader humor, employee
humor, and innovative behavior). The results revealed that the
three-factor model (χ2 = 271.00, df = 149, RMSEA = 0.09,
CFI = 0.95, IFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.94) was superior to all plausible
alternative models (Table 2).

Correlation Analyses
Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations
of all study variables. Leader humor (r = 0.23, p < 0.05) and
employee humor (r = 0.37, p < 0.01) were significantly related
to employee innovative behavior.

Hypotheses Testing
Hypothesis 1 proposed that the higher the incongruence an
employee’s and his or her leader’s levels of humor are, the better
the employee innovative behavior. As shown in Model 2 of
Table 4, the surface along the incongruence line was significantly
curved upward (curvature = 0.28, p < 0.05), indicating that
the incongruence condition has higher innovative behavior than
the congruence condition. Furthermore, the results of Monte
Carlo analyses revealed that the second principal axis had a
slope (p21) that was not significantly different from 1.0 [0.922,
95% confidence interval (CI) = 0.018, 2.225] and an intercept
(p20) that was not significantly different from 0 (−1.029,
95% CI = −4.936, 0.012). In order to interpret these results
holistically, this study plotted the overall response surface using
the coefficient estimates in Figure 2. The concave curvature along
the LH = −EH line illustrates that employee innovative behavior
increases as leader and employee humor become more discrepant
compared to dyads where humor converge. Thus, Hypothesis
1 was supported.

Regarding the asymmetrical incongruence effect (Hypothesis
2), the quantity representing the lateral shift is negative

(slope = −0.28, p < 0.1), indicating a shift toward the region
where employee humor is greater than leader humor. Thus, when
an employee’s humor is higher than his or her leader’s, innovative
behavior increases more sharply than it does when the employee’s
humor is lower than the leader’s, supporting Hypothesis 2. This
asymmetrical effect is also shown in Figure 2, in which innovative
behavior is higher at the left corner (EH = 2 and LH = −2) than
at the right corner (EH =−2 and LH = 2).

Hypothesis 3 suggested that innovative behavior is higher
when leader and employee are aligned at a high level of
humor as opposed to when they are aligned at a low level.
As shown in Table 4, the slope along the congruence line is
significant and positive (slope = 0.43, p < 0.01), indicating
that the high–high congruence condition has higher innovative
behavior than the low–low congruence condition. The response
surface in Figure 2 also indicates that innovative behavior
is higher at the rear corner (high/high congruence) than
at the front corner (low/low congruence); thus, Hypothesis
3 was supported.

Turning to Hypothesis 4, which stated that dynamic
tenure moderated the relationship between leader–employee
congruence in humor and innovative behavior, this study reports
the results in Table 5. This study divided the samples according
to the median of moderate variable and carried out structural
equation analysis in the samples above and below the median,
respectively, and compared the differences of coefficients (Lee
and Antonakis, 2014). As shown in Table 5, in the low
dynamic tenure group, the surface along the incongruence
line was significantly curved upward (curvature = 0.39,
p < 0.05), and the surface along the congruence line was
significantly curved downward (curvature = −0.42, p < 0.01).
However, in the high dynamic tenure group, this trend has
become less obvious.

Next, this study examined whether the five polynomial terms
differed across the groups; using Stata’s SUEST command,
this study simultaneously tested the difference in regression
coefficients b1, b2, b3, b4, and b5 (for the measures LH, EH,
LH2, LH ∗ EH, EH2 in Eq. 1), respectively, across the two groups.
Results indicated that the coefficients were significantly different
[χ2(5) = 24.54, p < 0.01]. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

DISCUSSION

From the dyadic perspective of leaders and employees,
this study examined the effect of leader–employee
congruence/incongruence in humor on employee innovative
behavior and the role of dynamic tenure in moderating such
effects. It found that innovative behavior was higher when
leaders and employees were incongruent at humor than
otherwise. The high–high congruence condition had higher
innovative behavior than the low–low congruence condition, and
more favorable effects on innovative behavior were produced
when employees were at a higher level of humor than leaders.
In addition, dynamic tenure moderated the effect of leader–
employee congruence/incongruence in humor on employee
innovative behavior.
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.Employee gender 1.48 0.50

2.Employee age 30.21 6.23 −0.16

3.Employee education 2.10 0.61 0.05 0.31**

4.Employee tenure 6.39 4.83 −0.18+ 0.74** 0.13

5. Dynamic tenure 2.90 2.98 −0.06 0.54** 0.27** 0.65**

6. Leader humor 4.19 1.25 −0.05 −0.03 0.03 −0.01 −0.08

7. Employee humor 4.55 1.03 −0.24* 0.13 −0.003 0.21* 0.18+ 0.37**

8. Employee innovative behavior 4.85 1.13 −0.09 −0.03 0.04 0.07 0.16+ 0.23* 0.37**

n = 108; gender: 1 = male; 2 = female. Age and tenure in years. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.1.

TABLE 4 | Polynomial regression results of the (in)congruence effects.

Employee innovative behavior

M1 M2

b SE b SE

Intercept 5.70** 0.77 5.57** 0.73

Employee gender −0.20 0.22 −0.06 0.22

Employee age −0.04 0.03 −0.03 0.03

Employee education 0.15 0.19 0.03 0.18

Employee tenure 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.03

Leader humor (LH) 0.08 0.09

Employee humor (EH) 0.36** 0.11

LH2 0.05 0.05

LH * EH −0.17* 0.07

EH2 0.06 0.07

F value 0.82 3.01**

R2 0.03 0.22

Congruence line (LH = EH)

Slope (b1 + b2) 0.43**

Curvature (b3 + b4 + b5) −0.05

Incongruence line (LH = −EH)

Slope (b1 − b2) −0.28+

Curvature (b3 − b4 + b5) 0.28*

n = 108; Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Gender: 1 = male;
2 = female. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.1.

Theoretical Implications
First, this study enriched P-E fit theory by proving the positive
results of leader–employee incongruence in humor. The previous
research hypothesizing that similarity between individuals results
in positive work outcomes (Zhang et al., 2012), and the role of
complementary fit for leadership dynamics remains unexplored
(Marstand et al., 2017). Building on this, this study aimed at
introducing the complementary fit approach in the innovation
field and examined whether dissimilarity results in positive
outcomes (innovative behavior) from the perspective of resource
matching. This study pointed out that innovative behavior was
higher when leaders and employees were incongruent at humor
than otherwise. These results emphasized the importance of
heterogeneous resources for innovation. Therefore, this study
enriched P-E fit theory from the perspective of resources by
focusing on complementary fit and resources matching.

Second, this study included the leader humor and employee
humor into the model at the same time so as to better recognize
and understand the connotation of humor from the perspective
of fit. Previous studies explored leader humor from trait view
(Yam et al., 2018) and behavior view (Cooper et al., 2018),
ignoring the process view. Although Cooper et al. (2018) believed
that leader humor fostered high-quality leader-member exchange
and, in turn, organizational citizenship behavior, there is a lack
of research on exploring related issues from the perspective
of interaction between leaders and employees. In addition,
previous studies on the effect of leader humor on work outcomes
ignored the role of employee humor (Li et al., 2019). Whether
the influence of leader humor is positive or negative depends
on the personal characteristics of employees (Wood et al.,
2011). The results of this study found that employee innovative
behavior will be higher, only when the humor of leaders and
employees is complementary fit. Therefore, this study described
the internal process of leader humor influencing employee
innovative behavior from the perspective of interaction process
between leader and employee (process view) and enriched
the related research on leader humor from the perspective of
dual interaction.

Third, this study expanded the antecedents of innovative
behavior by discussing in details about the impact of the
humor congruence on stimulating the employee innovative
behavior. On the one hand, previous study neglected the role
of employee humor in exploring the impact of leader humor
on innovative behavior (Li et al., 2019). Leader humor and
employee humor may interact to influence work outcomes. For
example, leaders’ self-defeating humor was positively associated
with LMX when followers were high in self-defeating humor
(Wisse and Rietzschel, 2014). On the other hand, previous
studies explored the influencing factors of innovation from
the individual level, such as traits, values, thinking styles, self-
concepts and identity, knowledge and abilities, and psychological
states (Anderson et al., 2014), and neglected the perspective of
resources. Innovation depends on internal and external available
resources (Scott and Bruce, 1994). Therefore, this study found
that in the case of leader–employee incongruence in humor,
employees who benefit from heterogeneous resources show more
innovative behavior. In addition, this study also found that the
high–high congruence condition had higher innovative behavior
than the low–low congruence condition, and more favorable
effects on innovative behavior were produced when employees
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FIGURE 2 | The effect of leader–employee congruence in humor on innovative behavior.

were at a higher level of humor than leaders. This showed that
different resource matching has different impact on employee
innovation behavior. The results clarified the specific role of
leader and employee humor in promoting employee innovative
behavior and further expanded the research on antecedents of
innovative behavior.

Fourth, this study improved the boundary conditions between
leader–employee congruence in humor and innovative behavior
by exploring the moderating role of dynamic tenure. On the
one hand, there are certain boundary conditions for leader
humor to produce positive results (Pundt, 2015). Although
previous studies have explored the boundary conditions of
employee innovation from the perspective of tenure (Woods
et al., 2018) and dynamic tenure (Li et al., 2019), the leader–
employee congruence in humor has not been considered. This
study regarded dynamic tenure as a kind of human and
psychological resources, which enriched the research perspective
of dynamic tenure. On the other hand, meta-analyses have
found considerable inconsistencies with respect to the tenure–
innovation relationship (Ng and Feldman, 2013), with innovation
increasing with tenure for some individuals (Li et al., 2019).
The results showed that the impact of dynamic tenure on
innovation depends on the congruence or incongruence of
leader–employee humor. Specifically, this study found that, in the
low dynamic tenure group, the incongruence/congruence effect
of leader–employee humor has a stronger impact on employee
innovation behavior. This means that employees with shorter
dynamic tenure can quickly obtain the innovative resources
from the new environment. These results not only expanded
the boundary conditions between leader–employee congruence
in humor and innovative behavior, but also complemented the
research on dynamic tenure.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study still has some limitations. First, all the variables
are self-reported. Although this study adopted multiple-time-
point design and it is reasonable to use self-report method

TABLE 5 | Polynomial regression results of the moderating effects.

Variables Employee innovative behavior

Low dynamic tenure High dynamic tenure

b SE b SE

Intercept 6.17** 0.97 5.98** 1.39

Employee gender −0.14 0.31 −0.37 0.31

Employee age −0.04 0.03 −0.02 0.06

Employee education 0.01 0.29 −0.04 0.24

Employee tenure −0.04 0.05 0.02 0.07

Leader humor (LH) −0.05 0.12 0.04 0.16

Employee humor (EH) 0.46** 0.14 0.35 0.21

LH2 0.03 0.06 0.16 0.11

LH * EH −0.40** 0.10 −0.02 0.12

EH2
−0.04 0.10 −0.02 0.12

F value 3.84** 1.47

R2 0.44 0.23

Congruence line
(LH = EH)

Slope (b1 + b2) 0.41* 0.39*

Curvature (b3 + b4 + b5) −0.42** 0.12

Incongruence line
(LH = −EH)

Slope (b1 − b2) 0.51* −0.30

Curvature (b3 − b4 + b5) 0.39* 0.15

Comparison of the
regression coefficients

df = 5

(LH, EH, LH2, LH * EH,
EH2 as IV, IB as DV)

χ = 24.54**

n = 108; Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. IB, innovative
behavior; IV, independent variable; DV, dependent variable. Gender: 1 = male;
2 = female. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

to measure individual intention, there may still be a social
approval effect (Marlowe and Crowne, 1961). Future studies
should adopt methods to reduce the common method biases,
such as paired questionnaire or combining self-evaluation with
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other’s evaluation. Second, the sample size of this study is small
because of the difficulty in collecting paired samples of leaders
and employees. Future studies should obtain larger samples
to verify the external validity of the research results. Third,
this study did not explore the mediation mechanism between
leader–employee congruence in humor and innovative behavior.
Future studies can explain this mediation mechanism from some
theoretical perspectives, such as leader–member exchange (Yam
et al., 2018) and positive emotion (Cooper et al., 2018). Fourth,
this study discussed the boundary conditions of leader–employee
congruence in humor only from the perspective of dynamic
tenure. Future studies can expand the boundary conditions from
other theoretical perspectives and hierarchical variables, such
as autonomy support at the higher unit (Liu et al., 2011) and
team learning behavior (Hirst et al., 2011). Fifth, this study does
not consider the attributes (positive or negative) of humor, but
focused only on the use of humor by leaders or employees. Future
researchers can pay more attention to the different effects of
different types of humor, such as positive or negative humor
(Tremblay, 2017).

Practical Implications
First, organizations should pay special attention to the
importance of humor in the process of stimulating employee
innovative behavior. As the “lubricant” of social interaction
(Bippus et al., 2011), humor can provide a variety of innovative
resources. For example, organizations such as Yahoo and
Southwest Airlines have encouraged use of fun and appropriate
humor in the workplace to appeal to employees. In addition,
presumably as a result of the idea that humor can be used
as a management tool, many organizations now provide
humor workshops for their employees as a means to improve
organizational effectiveness (Wood et al., 2011). This study
also found that humor can provide cognitive, emotional, and
relational resources for innovation and ultimately promote
employee innovative behavior. Therefore, in daily management
activities, organizations can strengthen the training of leader
humor and employee humor so as to create a positive
organizational environment and good resource conditions for
innovation. In addition, organizations can take great care in
developing recruitment strategies that are aimed at identifying
and selecting potential employees who are humorous.

Second, organizations should care about the dual matching
between leaders and employees in the process of stimulating
humor. This study found that the complementary fit of leader
humor and employee humor is more conducive to the generation
of innovative behavior. Especially, when employee humor is
higher than his or her leader, the employee has stronger
intrinsic motivation and more emotional resources for innovative

behavior. Therefore, more humor is not always better; managers
need to maintain the humor at a moderate level in the
organization. In particular, excessive humor may be interpreted
as inauthentic humor, which increases organizational cynicism
(Dean et al., 1998). Therefore, according to the different level of
the leader humor, employees can be transferred appropriately to
achieve a better state of complementary fit between leaders and
employees. For example, for leaders with low humor, employees
with a high level of humor can be allocated to them so as to
promote the generation of employee innovative behavior.

Third, organizations should also consider the role of dynamic
tenure in the process of stimulating innovative behavior through
leader–employee incongruence in humor. The results of this
study showed the restrictive effect of dynamic tenure on
innovative behavior. The interesting finding is that employees
with shorter dynamic tenure are more likely to obtain resources
from leader–employee humor incongruence and engage in
innovative behavior, because they are more likely to cherish
existing resources and invest it in innovative activities. Although
a longer dynamic tenure can enhance communication between
leaders and employees and promote high-quality exchange
relations (Li et al., 2019), for innovation the conflict environment
is more conducive to the creativity. Therefore, it is necessary to
consider the influence of dynamic tenure as well as the humor
matching between leaders and employees. In the organization,
a certain degree of job rotation can not only activate the
creative thinking of employees, but also provide more innovative
resources for employees, thus contributing to the generation of
more innovative behavior.
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The recently proposed Cognitive Experiential Leadership Model (CELM) states that leaders’ 
preference for rational thinking and behavioral coping will be  related to their level of 
transformational leadership. The CELM was based on research that principally used cross-
sectional self-report methods. Study 1 compared both self-ratings and follower-ratings of 
leadership styles with leaders’ self-rated thinking styles in 160 leader-follower dyads. Study 
2 compared both self-ratings and coworker-ratings of leadership styles with leaders’ self-
rated thinking styles for 74 leaders rated by 607 coworkers. In both Studies, leaders’ rational 
thinking, imaginative thinking, and behavioral coping correlated positively with their self-rated 
transformational leadership. However, only behavioral coping, but not rational thinking, was 
correlated with follower-rated (FR) transformational leadership in Study 1, and thinking styles 
were unrelated to other-rated transformational leadership in Study 2. These results partly 
support and partly challenge the CELM. Practically, this study suggests that leadership may 
be improved by leaders developing their capacity for behavioral coping.

Keywords: transformational leadership, thinking styles, Cognitive Experiential Self-Theory, behavioral coping, 
rational, Cognitive Experiential Theory

INTRODUCTION

Would anyone argue with the proposition that leaders who think better are likely to lead 
better? In order to be  testable, however, this proposition requires a definition of good thinking 
and good leadership. Recently, Cerni et  al. (2014) proposed that individual differences in 
thinking styles are related to leaders’ tendency to employ more, or less, effective leadership 
styles and behaviors. Their proposed model, the Cognitive Experiential Leadership Model 
(CELM), predicts that there should be  connections between individual differences in the ways 
in which leaders tend to think and the ways in which they will tend to lead. This model 
makes a potentially interesting contribution to the leadership literature because, as semi-malleable 
traits, thinking styles, if connected with leadership, may be  assessed for selection of leaders 
and developed in order to enhance leadership (Cerni et  al., 2014). Concretely, if leadership 
style is related to thinking style, then the potential exists to develop leaders by developing 
how they think. Despite this potential, to date, several of the possible connections between 

96

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021--26
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:guy.curtis@uwa.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.599008/full


Curtis and Wee Thinking Styles and Leadership

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 March 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 599008

individual differences in thinking styles and leadership have 
not been adequately tested empirically.

To begin, it is important to explain the CELM and the 
two theories that Cerni et  al. (2014) integrated in this model: 
Cognitive Experiential Theory (CET; Epstein, 2014; previously 
known as Cognitive-Experiential-Self Theory or CEST, Epstein, 
1994) and Full-Range Leadership Theory (Bass, 1997). CET 
provides a framework for understanding individual differences 
in thinking styles and the consequences of these for personality 
and behavior. The Full-Range Leadership Theory proposes the 
existence of three main styles of leadership, the most effective 
and most researched of which is transformational leadership 
(Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Dinh et  al., 2014).

FULL-RANGE LEADERSHIP THEORY

Leadership theories are legion, as are the styles of leadership 
described within them. Still, many effective leadership behaviors 
and methods are captured by the term transformational leadership 
(Bass and Avolio, 1997). Transformational leaders identify required 
changes and motivate and inspire their followers to work toward 
superordinate goals for the good of the group or the organization 
(Bass, 1997; Curtis, 2013). In addition, transformational leaders 
extend followers beyond their own self-interest through intellectual 
stimulation and individual consideration (Bass and Avolio, 1997). 
Despite some well-argued criticism (e.g., van Knippenberg and 
Sitkin, 2013), transformational leadership has attracted, and 
continues to attract, substantial attention among researchers 
and practitioners because of the positive practical outcomes 
for organizations when leaders use this style (Judge and Piccolo, 
2004; Dinh et al., 2014). Within the full range leadership theory, 
transformational leadership has been contrasted with transactional 
leadership, and passive-avoidant (Avolio et  al., 1999) and/or 
laissez-faire leadership styles (Bass and Avolio, 1994).

Transactional leadership involves exchanges such as rewards 
and punishments between leaders and followers (Bass and 
Avolio, 1994). In contrast, passive-avoidant and laissez-faire 
leadership are non-interventionist approaches to leadership 
characterized by inaction, or excessively delayed action, from 
leaders (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Avolio et  al., 1999). Research 
demonstrates that transformational leadership produces more 
effective outcomes for organizations than transactional leadership; 
and both transformational and transactional leadership 
out-perform passive-avoidant or laissez-faire leadership (Judge 
and Piccolo, 2004). Although these leadership style descriptions 
suggest how more, and less, effective leaders may be  expected 
to behave, the full-range leadership theory is silent on how 
leaders think.

COGNITIVE EXPERIENTIAL THEORY

Numerous theories in psychology are based on the idea that 
people process information using two systems: one system that 
is conscious, logical, slow, and rational, and another system 
that is fast, intuitive, non-conscious, and affect-laden, but 

potentially more prone to systematic bias (Gilovich et al., 2002; 
Wilson, 2002). Epstein (1994) developed a theoretical and 
empirical framework for assessing individual differences in 
information-processing styles that attempts to capture people’s 
preference for, and skill in, using these different systems. CET 
was developed as a theory of personality, integrating psychological 
theories of cognitive processes with measurable individual 
differences in behavioral tendencies (Epstein, 1994, 2014).

Epstein (1994) called the dual information-processing systems 
the rational system and the experiential system. CET proposes 
that the extent to which people tend to think consciously 
and rationally vs. non-consciously (relying on experience), 
and underlies most behavior. Like other dual-process theories, 
according to CET rational thinking is slow, conscious, relatively 
affect-free, and more useful in novel situations. In contrast, 
the experiential system is defined as a broad intuition-based 
system that encapsulates emotion, concrete reasoning, 
generalization, spontaneity, and imagination (Norris and 
Epstein, 2011). Moreover, how effectively the experiential 
system is used is described in the sub-theory of constructive 
thinking (Epstein, 1998, 2001).

Constructive thinking is defined as automatic thinking that 
occurs with a minimum cost in stress, which is contrasted with 
people’s potential to think destructively, i.e., in ways that create 
or exacerbate stress (Epstein, 1998). An important component 
of constructive thinking to define for the purposes of this paper 
is behavioral coping, which is a preference for realistic optimism, 
conscientiousness, and taking action in the face of problems. 
Behavioral coping has been linked with effective leadership and 
is a key variable in the CELM (Cerni et  al., 2014).

COGNITIVE-EXPERIENTIAL LEADERSHIP 
MODEL

Cerni et  al. (2014) proposed the CELM as a way to capture 
the alignment of individual differences in thinking styles, 
as described by CET with leadership styles, as outlined in 
the Full-Range Leadership Theory, and leadership behaviors 
(specifically influence and conflict management). An important 
conceptual underpinning for the CELM is that leadership 
is not a one-shot behavior, but a series of interactions and 
behaviors over time. Because of this, Cerni et  al. (2014) 
argue that understanding how people tend to think will 
provide a good guide to how they tend to lead and make 
decisions; this will determine what their behavior as a leader 
will tend to be  like over time. The CELM predicts that the 
rational thinking, behavioral coping, imagination, and 
emotionality elements of leaders’ thinking styles will predict 
transformational leadership.

Rational Thinking and Transformational 
Leadership
There are two main theoretical reasons why leaders’ preference 
for rational thinking should be  related to their use of a 
transformational leadership style. First, rational thinking may 
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be  exhibited in leadership behavior akin to the transformational 
leadership factor of intellectual stimulation. Intellectual stimulation, 
as a factor of transformational leadership, is associated with the 
use of rational persuasion as an influence tactic (Charbonneau, 
2004), and people who prefer rational thinking prefer rational 
persuasion as an influence tactic in the workplace (Curtis and 
Lee, 2013). Second, rational thinking is associated with several 
other psychological variables that are related to good leadership 
per se and transformational leadership specifically. Rational 
thinking is positively associated with intelligence, adaptability, 
and conscious self-awareness, all of which are associated with 
transformational and/or effective leadership (Epstein, 1998; 
Van Vugt, 2006; Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; Steele and Day, 2018).

Higher level leaders show stronger preferences for rational 
thinking (Akinci and Sadler-Smith, 2013), and several studies 
have found significant positive correlations between leaders’ self-
rated rational thinking and their self-rated transformational 
leadership (e.g., Cerni et al., 2008; Curtis et al., 2017). In addition, 
leaders who are perceived as more rational by their followers 
are also rated as more transformational (Curtis, 2020). However, 
a methodological limitation of this existing evidence is the use 
of purely self-rated or purely other-rated cross-sectional methods, 
which may have inflated correlations due to common methods 
variance. Nonetheless, based on the theoretical connection between 
rational thinking and transformational leadership and the evidence 
from self-report studies, it is predicted that:

H1: Transformational leadership will be  positively 
correlated with leaders’ preference for rational thinking.

Behavioral Coping and Transformational 
Leadership
The CELM proposes that behavioral coping will be  related to 
transformational leadership because behavioral coping is 
associated with cognitive and behavioral adaptability (Cerni 
et  al., 2014). Behavioral coping is related to proactive action-
focus problem solving, which may be  exhibited in leaders’ 
dynamic, charismatic, and motivational overt behaviors that 
may appear as being transformational to followers. Moreover, 
behavioral coping is associated with low stress, allowing leaders 
to remain calm and employ their intelligence in decision making 
and interactions with followers (Fiedler and Garcia, 1987).

Several studies have found positive relationships between 
leaders’ tendency to use behavioral coping and both self-rated 
(Humphreys and Zettel, 2002; Cerni et  al., 2008; Reynolds 
and O’Dwyer, 2008; Curtis et  al., 2017) and other-rated 
transformational leadership (Atwater and Yammarino, 1993; 
Dubinsky et al., 1995; Cerni et al., 2010a,b). It is predicted that:

H2: Transformational leadership will be  positively 
correlated with leaders’ preference for behavioral coping.

Imagination, Emotionality, and 
Transformational Leadership
In addition to articulating connections between thinking styles 
and leadership styles that have been observed in the empirical 

literature, the CELM proposes further connections between 
thinking styles and leadership that have not yet been well-
tested. For example, it proposes that the emotional and 
imaginative components of experiential thinking will be related 
to transformational leadership, because transformational leaders 
tap into followers’ emotions to motivate them toward an 
imagined ideal or goal (Cerni et  al., 2014; Curtis and Cerni, 
2015). Thus far in the empirical literature, the only studies to 
examine the possible relationships between imagination, 
emotionality, and transformational leadership are two studies 
by Curtis et al. (2017). Curtis et al. (2017) found that imagination 
predicted variance in leaders’ transformational leadership beyond 
that predicted by rational thinking and behavioral coping, but 
they found no relationship between emotionality and 
transformational leadership. Similarly, Curtis (2020) found that 
followers who evaluated their leaders as more imaginative also 
evaluated their leaders as more transformational. However, 
these previous studies only used other-report or self-report 
methods and these relationships are yet to be  tested where 
thinking styles are leader-self-rated and leadership style is 
evaluated by others. Thus, as a test of the theory’s predictions 
it is expected that:

H3: Imagination will be  positively correlated with 
transformational leadership.
H4: Emotionality will be  positively correlated with 
transformational leadership.

STUDY 1

Because previous research on connections between thinking-
styles and leadership styles that test CELM used mostly cross-
sectional self-reports, in the present study, leader-follower dyads 
were recruited so that leadership ratings could be  obtained 
from followers. Given that thinking style is preferably self-
rated, leaders rated their own thinking styles, and, to replicate 
past research leaders’ self-ratings of their leadership styles were 
also collected.

Method
Participants and Procedure
A student-recruited samples methodology was used, with a 
total of 34 graduate and honors students at Murdoch University 
in Perth Australia tasked with recruiting a convenience sample 
of pairs of leaders and followers from among their personal 
contacts. A recent meta-analysis found that student-recruited 
samples in organizational research produced data with comparable 
representativeness to samples recruited in other ways (Wheeler 
et  al., 2014). Additionally, a research assistant recruited further 
participants via email contact with alumni of Murdoch University 
Executive Education. Research participants were required to 
be  working, over 18  years of age, and leaders and followers 
were required to have worked together for a minimum of 6 months.

Each participant was issued with a unique code number that 
they entered when completing measures online. Leader and follower 
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code numbers were retained by the researcher so that paired 
data could be matched. A total of 245 leaders and 239 followers, 
among whom there were 191 matched pairs completed online 
questionnaires. Thirty-one pairs were omitted from the sample 
because of incomplete responses (>5%) or for falling outside 
the acceptable bounds of the Constructive Thinking Inventory’s 
(CTI) Validity (<1.5 SD below the mean) and Defensiveness 
(>1.5 SD above the mean) scales, as specified in the CTI 
Manual (Epstein, 2001). This left a total of 160 leader-follower 
dyads (N  =  320).

Among the 160 dyads, the average age of leaders (M = 44.10, 
SD  =  11.11) was higher than the average age of their followers 
(M  =  36.52, SD  =  12.47). Gender was similar in both the 
leader (male = 75, female = 85) and follower samples (male = 87, 
female  =  72, missing  =  1). Leaders had an average tenure of 
5.75  years (SD  =  6.37) in their current position. Followers 
had an average tenure of 3.19  years (SD  =  3.73) in their 
current position. The participants were from a range of industries 
with the largest sub-groups being from retail, sales, and marketing 
(20.0%); healthcare (15.6%); engineering, mining, and 
construction (14.4%); and education (9.4%).

Links to the online questionnaire package were emailed to 
prospective participants. Leaders completed measures of CET 
information-processing styles designed and validated by Epstein 
and colleagues: the Rational-Experiential Multimodal Inventory 
(REIm) and CTI, and they also completed the Multifactor 
Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X; self-report); followers 
completed the MLQ-5X (other report) and other measures 
that are not the focus of the present study (some of these 
results are reported by Curtis, 2018). Both leaders and followers 
also reported demographic information. Entry into a gift-voucher 
($AU50) prize draw was offered as compensation for participation. 
Prize draw entry was recorded separately from the online 
questionnaire to maintain confidentiality.

Measures
The Rational-Experiential Multimodal Inventory
The REIm (Norris and Epstein, 2011) is a 42-item self-report 
questionnaire designed to measure preference for rational and 
experiential thinking. The rational-thinking scale contains 12 
items (e.g., “I prefer complex to simple problems”). The 
experiential-thinking scale contains 30 items that represent three 
facets of experiential thinking: imagination, emotionality, and 
intuition (10 items per subscale). The imagination subscale 
measures respondents’ preference for visual stimuli and tendency 
to think visually (e.g., “I enjoy reading things that evoke visual 
images”). The emotionality subscale represents respondents’ 
emotional reactivity (e.g., “Everyday experiences often evoke 
strong experiences in me”). The intuition subscale represents 
respondents’ tendency to base their decisions on how they 
feel (e.g., “I often go by my instincts when deciding on a 
course of action”). An overall experiential thinking scale is 
calculated by combining these subscales. All items were presented 
in five-point Likert format with response options ranging from 
1 (Definitely False) to 5 (Definitely True). The REIm’s scales 
had good Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency reliability 

coefficients except for emotionality (see Tables 1, 2). However, 
because the emotionality dimension is of theoretical interest, 
it was retained in analyses, but results for this scale are 
interpreted with caution.

Constructive Thinking Inventory
The CTI (Epstein, 2001) is a 108-item, self-report measure 
used to operationalize aspects of constructive and automatic 
thinking. The CTI allows for the calculation of an overall 
global constructive thinking scale (29 items) and two 
constructive thinking factors: emotional coping (25 items; 
e.g., “I do not let little things bother me”) and behavioral 
coping (15 items; e.g., “I am  the kind of person who takes 
action rather than just thinks or complains about a situation”). 
The emotional coping factor consists of four subscales: 
self-acceptance, absence of negative overgeneralization, 
non-sensitivity, and absence of dwelling. Behavioral coping 
consists of three subscales: positive thinking, action orientation, 
and conscientiousness. Facets of destructive thinking are 
represented on four scales: personal superstitious thinking 
(seven items; e.g., “If something good happens to me, I tend 
to assume it was luck”), categorical thinking (15 items; e.g., 
“I tend to classify people as either for me or against me”), 
esoteric thinking (13 items; “I believe in good and bad 
omens”), and naïve optimism (15 items; “I believe almost 
all people are basically good at heart”). The CTI also 
includes two lie scales: defensiveness (where people are 
presenting themselves excessively positively; eight items; 
e.g., “I am  not bothered in the least when someone insults 
me for no good reason”) and Validity (a check of whether 
people are reading items carefully; eight items, e.g., “I never 
learned to read”). As noted, participants scoring outside 
the acceptable bounds for Validity or Defensiveness were 
excluded from the sample. Items were in a five-point Likert 
format with scores ranging from 1 (Definitely False) to 5 
(Definitely True). The CTI scales had good Cronbach’s alpha 
internal consistentcy reliabilities (>0.70; see Table 2) except 
for personal superstitous thinking (0.60), which was thus 
ommitted from further analyses.

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire
Both self-report and other-report versions of the MLQ-5X have 
45 items and measure three leadership styles: transformational 
(20 items; e.g., “Instils pride in me for being associated with 
him/her”), transactional (eight items; e.g., “Provides me with 
assistance in exchange for my efforts”), and passive-avoidant 
(eight items; e.g., “Avoids getting involved when important 
issues arise”; Bass and Avolio, 1994, 1997). Items were responded 
to using a five-point scale anchored with 0  =  “Not-at-all” to 
4  =  “Frequently, if not always.”

Transformational leadership has five subscales (attributed-charisma, 
idealized-influence, inspirational-motivation, intellectual-stimulation, 
and individualized-consideration). Transactional leadership has two 
subscales (contingent-reward and management-by-exception-active). 
Passive-avoidant leadership has two subscales (management-by-
exception-passive and laissez-faire leadership; Avolio et  al., 1999).
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Demographics
Additional items were included in the questionnaires to assess 
biographical and contextual details of the sample: e.g., age, 
gender, industry, tenure, etc.

Planned Data Analysis
In both Studies 1 and 2, in order to test the hypotheses that 
thinking styles would be  positively correlated with 
transformational leadership (H1: rational thinking; H2: behavioral 
coping, H3: imagination; and H4: emotionality), we  calculated 
Pearson’s correlations between thinking styles and both self-
rated and other-rated leadership styles. In addition, where 
multiple thinking styles correlated with transformational 
leadership, we regressed transformational leadership on thinking 
styles in order to examine the unique contribution of thinking 
styles to transformational leadership.

Results
Data Screening
The data were screened to ensure that statistical assumptions 
for the analyses were met. The categorical thinking scale of the 
CTI was significantly positively skewed, and the skew was brought 
within normal bounds by a square-root transformation. Passive-
avoidant leadership was significantly positively skewed for both 
the self-rated and follower-rated (FR) versions of the MLQ. For 
self-rated passive-avoidant leadership, the skew was corrected 
by removing three outliers, for follower-ratings, the skew was 
corrected via a logarithm transformation. No other statistical 
assumption breaches were found, and, for ease of interpretation, 
descriptive statistics are reported for the untransformed data. 
Principal components analysis with direct oblimin rotation was 
used to statistically investigate potential common methods bias 
for the self-report measures. There was little evidence for common 
methods bias, with the largest single component only accounting 
for 21.57% of the variance (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). Descriptive 
statistics are reported in Table  1.

Correlational Analyses: Thinking Styles and 
Leadership Styles
Pearson’s product movement correlations were calculated between 
leaders’ self-rated and follower-rated leadership styles in order 
to assess the level of agreement in their ratings of leadership 
styles. Self-rated and follower-rated transformational leadership 
correlated significantly but weakly (r = 0.26, p = 0.001). However, 
self-rated and follower-rated transactional (r = 0.14, p = 0.089) 
and passive-avoidant leadership were not significantly correlated 
(r = 0.10, p = 0.23). Thus, there was a weak alignment between 
how followers evaluated their leaders’ styles and how leaders 
evaluated themselves.

Of more theoretical interest, correlations were calculated 
between the thinking-style scales of the REIm, CTI, and the 
leadership scales of the MLQ. Correlations between leadership 
styles and thinking styles are presented in Table  1. Partial 
support was found for H1, in that leaders’ preference for 
rational thinking was correlated with self-rated, but not follower-
rated, transformational leadership. Consistent with H2, leaders’ TA
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preference for behavioral coping was positively correlated with 
both self-rated and follower-rated transformational leadership.

There were several weak, but significant, correlations between 
experiential thinking and its subscales and both self-rated and 
follower-rated transformational leadership. These results support 
H3 and H4, which expected positive correlations between 
transformational leadership and leaders’ preferences for 
imagination and emotionality.

In addition to the correlations predicted by the four hypotheses 
several weak, but significant, correlations were observed between 
some thinking style dimensions and self-rated and follower-
rated transactional or passive-avoidant leadership, as shown 
in Table  1.

Regression Analyses
Because several thinking style variables correlated significantly 
with both self-rated and follower-rated transformational 
leadership, standard multiple regressions were calculated to 
assess the relative contributions of thinking styles to self-rated 
and follower-rated leadership separately. All thinking styles 
were entered into these regressions as predictors to allow for 
the potential detection of suppressed effects. To avoid a breach 
of the multicollinearity assumption, the global constructive 
thinking and total experiential thinking scales were omitted 
because they are constituted of items included in other scales. 
No breaches of the multicollinearity assumption were observed 
(all VIFs were <1.7). These analyses were supplemented with 
relative importance analysis, with relative weights calculated 
in order to determine the unique contributions of each thinking 
style variable as a predictor of leadership style (Tonidandel 
and LeBreton, 2011). The results of the regression analyses 
are presented in Table  3.

The regression analyses found that the thinking styles 
accounted for 48.2% of the variance in self-rated transformational 
leadership [F(9, 159)  =  15.48, p  <  0.001] and 11.8% of the 
variance in follower-rated transformational leadership [F(9, 
159)  =  2.24, p  =  0.022]. Looking at the significance of the βs 
and relative weights in Table  3, although seven thinking style 
variables significantly correlated with self-rated transformational 
leadership, only three of these were significant predictors: 
rational thinking, behavioral coping, and emotionality. In 
addition, only behavioral coping was a significant predictor 
of follower-rated transformational leadership.

STUDY 2

Study 1 found support for H2–H4 and partial support for 
H1, in that leaders’ preference for rational thinking was not 
significantly correlated with followers’ ratings of their 
transformational leadership. One methodological issue that may 
have influenced the outcomes of Study 1 is that leaders were 
rated by only one follower. For participant recruitment, leaders 
and followers had to agree to participate where the leader 
knew that a follower would be  rating them confidentially. This 
recruitment method may have led to pairs being recruited TA
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who were happy to rate each other and, more generally, happy 
to work together. If this was the case, it may have led to 
overall more positive ratings of leaders by followers, thus 
restricting the range of leadership scores, which would potentially 
reduce the observed correlations between thinking styles and 
follower-rated leadership styles. In addition, as Study 1 is the 
first study that we  are aware of to attempt to correlate leaders’ 
rational and experiential thinking with others’ ratings of their 
leadership, it is sensible to examine whether the results replicate. 
Because of these considerations, we  surveyed thinking styles 
for a new set of leaders whose leadership was rated by multiple 
co-workers, including followers, peers, and supervisors. Study 2 
tested the same hypotheses as Study 1.

Method
Participants, Procedure, and Measures
The participants in Study 2 were recruited via Murdoch University 
Executive Education courses. Before participating in leadership 
development courses, 85 leaders completed the self-report REIm, 
CTI, and MLQ, and each leader was rated by between 3 and 
12 co-workers (followers and/or peers and/or supervisors; 
N  =  763) on the MLQ.

Participants were offered the choice to opt out of having 
their data anonymously used for research; five leaders opted 
out, their data were removed along with that of their 54 raters. 
Six further leaders were removed from the sample for the 
following reasons: one leader did not enter details that would 
allow their raters to be  identified, one leader was rated by 
only one co-worker, two leaders’ scores fell outside the acceptable 
bounds of the CTI lie scale, and two fell outside the acceptable 
bounds of the CTI validity scale; these leaders’ 37 raters were 
also excluded. This left a total of 74 leaders. Thirty-one raters 

opted out of allowing their data to be  used for research. Nine 
raters did not supply the name of the leader they were rating 
and 25 raters failed to complete the MLQ. This left a total 
of 607 raters with a minimum four raters per leader (M = 8.20 
raters per leader).

The leaders were from three industry groups, emergency 
services (n  =  50), environmental management (n  =  20), and 
transport management (n  =  4). The average age of leaders 
(M  =  44.30, SD  =  7.00) was slightly below the average age 
of their raters (M  =  46.27, SD  =  9.57). The sample of leaders 
(male  =  60, female  =  14) and raters were both predominantly 
male (male  =  424, female  =  126, missing  =  57). Leaders had 
an average tenure of 3.84  years (SD  =  4.84) in their current 
position. Raters had an average tenure of 3.75 years (SD = 5.06) 
in their current position.

The measures used in Study 2 were the same as in Study  1, 
with leaders completing the REIm, CTI, and MLQ and co-workers 
completing the MLQ about the leader. Murdoch University 
Executive Education was supplied by the Leaders’ organizations 
with a list of the leaders’ and their coworkers’ contract details. 
Murdoch University Executive Education staff then sent email 
invitations to these leaders and coworkers to complete 
the questionnaires.

Results
Data Screening and Aggregation
To examine whether it was acceptable to aggregate the rater 
responses of leadership, we  calculated ICC(1), ICC(2), and rwg 
for transformational, transactional, and passive-avoidant leadership. 
There was good agreement, based on the mean rwg values, for 
transformational (0.82), transactional (0.82), and passive-avoidant 
leadership (0.86; Bliese, 2000; Woehr et al., 2015). ICC(1) indicates 

TABLE 3 | Regression statistics and relative weights for transformational leadership regressed on significantly correlated thinking style variables.

Self-rated transformational 
leadership

B SE B β Relative weight

Rational thinking 0.172 0.062 0.196** 0.08*

Intuition 0.114 0.075 0.110 0.02
Emotionality 0.198 0.063 0.227** 0.04*

Imagination 0.070 0.055 0.085 0.02
Emotional coping 0.056 0.054 0.072 0.03
Behavioral coping 0.510 0.079 0.482** 0.25**

Categorical thinking −0.031 0.052 −0.039 0.01
Esoteric thinking −0.071 0.043 −0.112 0.01
Naïve optimism 0.035 0.060 0.042 0.02

Follower-rated 
transformational leadership

B SE B β Relative weight

Rational thinking 0.011 0.133 0.007 0.00
Intuition 0.246 0.163 0.143 0.02
Emotionality 0.180 0.136 0.125 0.02
Imagination −0.018 0.120 −0.013 0.00
Emotional coping −0.045 0.117 −0.035 0.00
Behavioral coping 0.476 0.171 0.272** 0.06*

Categorical thinking 0.027 0.111 0.021 0.00
Esoteric thinking −0.047 0.093 −0.045 0.00
Naïve optimism −0.011 0.129 −0.008 0.00

n = 160. Relative weight significance from 10,000 bootstrapped replications (see Tonidandel et al., 2009). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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that a significant amount of the raters’ responses in 
transformational leadership (22%, p  <  0.01), transactional 
leadership (18%, p < 0.01), and passive-avoidant leadership (22%, 
p  <  0.01) can be  explained by raters’ rating the same leader. 
In addition, ICC(2) values were in line with values deemed 
acceptable for data aggregation; for transformational (0.70), 
transactional (0.64), and passive-avoidant leadership (0.70). 
Because of this, we  calculated the average transformational, 
transactional, and passive-avoidant leadership score for each 
leader from their group of raters. The data were screened to 
ensure that statistical assumptions for the analyses were met, 
and no statistical assumption breaches were found. Principal 
components analysis with direct oblimin rotation was used to 
statistically investigate potential common methods bias for the 
self-report measures. There was little evidence for common 
methods bias, with the largest single component only accounting 
or 19.34% of the variance (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). Descriptive 
statistics are reported in Table  2. As in Study 1, the personal 
superstitious thinking scale of the CTI was removed because 
of low internal consistency (α  =  0.50), additionally, behavioral 
coping had an atypically low alpha, but it was retained in the 
analyses as a variable of key theoretical interest.

Correlational Analyses: Thinking Styles and 
Leadership Styles
Consistent with Study 1, self-rated and other-rated transformational 
leadership correlated significantly but weakly (r = 0.28, p = 0.014). 
However, self-rated and follower-rated transactional (r  =  −0.04, 
p = 0.762) and passive-avoidant leadership were not significantly 
correlated (r  =  −0.19, p  =  0.104). Thus, there was a weak 
alignment between how followers evaluated their leaders’ styles 
and how leaders evaluated themselves.

Again, of more theoretical interest is the potential relationship 
between thinking styles and leadership styles. Pearson’s product 
movement correlations were calculated between leaders’ thinking 
styles and their self-rated and mean raters’ evaluations of their 
leadership styles, these results are presented in Table 2. H1–H3 
gained partial support inasmuch as leaders’ preferences for 
rational thinking, imagination, and behavioral coping correlated 
positively with their self-rated transformational leadership. 
However, rational thinking and behavioral coping did not 
correlate significantly with other-rated transformational 
leadership. There was no support for H4  in that no significant 
relationships were observed between emotionality and 
transformational leadership, either self-rated or other-rated.

As in Study 1, several additional weak but significant 
correlations between thinking styles and transactional and 
passive-avoidant leadership were observed. Although no 
predictions were made concerning the relationship between 
thinking styles and these forms of leadership, some similarities 
emerged across the two studies.

Regression Analyses
As in Study 1, regression analyses were conducted on self-
rated and other-rated transformational leadership to follow-up 
the correlational analysis, where all thinking styles were entered 

into these regressions as predictors to allow for the potential 
detection of suppressed effects. To avoid a breach of the 
multicollinearity assumption, the global constructive thinking 
and total experiential thinking scales were omitted because 
they are constituted of items included in other scales. No 
breaches of the multicollinearity assumption were observed 
(all VIFs were <1.65).

The regression analyses found that the thinking styles accounted 
for 30.2% of the variance in self-rated transformational leadership 
[F(7, 73)  =  5.51, p  <  0.001] but did not account for significant 
variance in other-rated transformational leadership [F(7, 
73) = 1.01, p = 0.431]. For self-rated transformational leadership, 
only behavioral coping was a significant predictor in the regression 
(β = 0.50, p < 0.001), and no thinking style variables significantly 
predicted other-rated transformational leadership.

DISCUSSION

The results of the present studies make an interesting new 
contribution to research on the possible connection between 
individual differences in thinking styles and leadership styles 
as predicted by the CELM, and provide a better test of this 
model than previous studies. The present Studies partially 
supported H1, H2, and H3 that leaders’ preference for rational 
thinking, behavioral coping, and imaginative thinking would 
be positively correlated with transformational leadership. These 
relationships were observed in both Studies 1 and 2, but only 
when leadership style was self-rated. Moreover, of these three 
thinking style variables, only behavioral coping predicted self-
rated transformational leadership in both studies when it was 
regressed on all of the thinking style variables.

H4 was partially supported, as leaders’ preference for 
emotionality in thinking was correlated with both self-rated 
and follower-rated transformational leadership in Study 1 but 
not in Study 2. In addition, emotionality was a significant 
predictor of self-rated transformational leadership in Study 1. 
A relationship between emotionality and transformational 
leadership was predicted by Cerni et al. (2014) in their CELM; 
however, this was untested when their model was proposed. 
Only three previous studies have examined this relationship, 
and these have found inconsistent evidence. Curtis et al. (2017) 
did not find a significant relationship between self-rated 
emotionality and self-rated transformational leadership in either 
of their studies. However, Curtis (2020) found that other-rated 
emotionality and other-rated transformational leadership 
correlated significantly, albeit weakly.

The use of other-raters of leadership, with leader-self-
rated thinking styles, in the two studies reported in this 
paper is an important methodological advancement on most 
previous studies of leadership and CET-based thinking styles. 
Although the relationships between thinking styles and 
leadership styles support three of the four hypotheses when 
leadership styles were self-rated, support for these hypotheses 
was limited or absent when leadership style was rated by 
followers or co-workers. In Study 1, behavioral coping (H2), 
imagination (H3), and emotionality (H4) were correlated 
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with follower-rated transformational leadership, and, of these, 
only behavioral coping significantly predicted follower-rated 
transformational leadership in the regression analysis. In 
Study 2, no thinking styles variables correlated significantly 
with other-rated transformational leadership.

The results of the present studies examining the relationship 
between transformational leadership, rational thinking, 
imagination, and behavioral coping are broadly consistent with 
those of previous studies. Four previous studies have found 
correlations between self-rated transformational leadership and 
leaders’ preferences for rational thinking (Cerni et  al., 2008; 
Curtis et  al., 2017). In addition, two previous studies have 
found correlations between self-rated transformational leadership 
and leaders’ preferences for imaginative thinking (Curtis et  al., 
2017). Moreover, in the one study, where followers rated both 
thinking styles and leadership styles, transformational leadership 
was positively correlated the rational thinking, imagination, 
and emotionality (Curtis, 2020). These previous studies, also 
found correlations between self-rated transformational leadership 
and behavioral coping, and two previous studies (Atwater and 
Yammarino, 1993; Dubinsky et  al., 1995) have also found 
correlations between behavioral coping and other-rated 
transformational leadership. In sum, in the present studies, 
the correlation between leaders’ preference for rational thinking 
replicated only for self-rated transformational leadership but 
not for other-rated transformational leadership, while the 
correlation between leaders’ preference for behavioral coping 
and follower-rated transformational leadership was found in 
one of two studies.

Behavioral Coping and Transformational 
Leadership: Theoretical and Practical 
Implications
As noted above, a relationship between behavioral coping and 
transformational leadership has been found in several previous 
studies (e.g., Dubinsky et  al., 1995; Cerni et  al., 2008; Curtis 
et  al., 2017), and we  found this in Study 1 when leadership 
was both self-rated and follower-rated and in Study 2 when 
leadership was self-rated. The replication of this relationship 
confirms that it is the most robust connection between thinking 
styles and transformational leadership of those predicted by 
the CELM.

Within the CELM, the expected theoretical relationship 
between behavioral coping and transformational leadership has 
been argued to be based on two mechanisms: behavioral coping 
increasing leaders’ adaptability and behavioral coping reducing 
leaders’ stress (Cerni et  al., 2014). Similarly, Atwater and 
Yammarino (1993) argued that the focus on taking action to 
deal with problems would promote leader adaptability (Yukl 
and Mahsud, 2010). However, Atwater and Yammarino (1993) 
suggested another reason why behavioral coping may be related 
to effective leadership; namely, behavioral coping reflects 
emotional intelligence (Epstein, 1998).

The results of the present studies strengthen our confidence 
that behavioral coping and transformational leadership are 
related, however, the results do not add to our understanding of 

why they might be related from the various explanations offered 
in the literature. To disentangle the competing (or possibly 
complimentary) reasons for this relationship, several avenues 
of research are possible. First, if behavioral coping is related 
to transformational leadership because behavioral coping reduces 
emotional stress, a study such as those reported in this paper 
where stress is measured along with behavioral coping and 
transformational leadership could be undertaken. Such a study 
would allow researchers to examine whether stress mediates 
the relationship between behavioral coping and transformational 
leadership. By the same token, behavioral coping and emotional 
intelligence could be  measured within the same study to 
determine whether behavioral coping’s relationship with 
transformational leadership is accounted for by emotional 
intelligence. In previous research, Reynolds and O’Dwyer (2008) 
found that coping generally predicted leadership effectiveness 
better than did emotional intelligence. However, their study 
did not assess transformational leadership specifically or separate 
behavioral coping from other forms of coping when assessing, 
it is impact on leader effectiveness against emotional intelligence.

Assessing the impact of behavioral coping on leader 
adaptability may require longitudinal research including the 
potential for interventions designed to increase behavioral 
coping. Some evidence exists that coaching leaders to reframe 
problems to use more effective coping, from the point of view 
of CET, increases their transformational leadership (Cerni et al., 
2010a,b). Therefore, such interventions could be  applied in 
research to examine whether coaching that promotes behavioral 
coping also promotes behavioral flexibility and adaptability, 
and subsequently transformational leadership. The potential for 
coaching to be  effective in promoting behavioral coping not 
only offers a means by which the theoretical predictions of 
CELM can be  tested, but also appears to be  the most obvious 
practical implication of our findings.

Several studies have suggested that promoting reflective 
thinking about leadership, and leaders’ meta-cognition more 
generally, is related to improved leader performance and 
development (Cerni et  al., 2010a; Steele and Day, 2018). Cerni 
(2015), in particular, has argued for the use of CET in guiding 
leaders’ reflection through coaching to better understand how 
their thinking is related to their behaviors as a leader. A key 
take-away message for leaders at all organizational levels is 
that reflection, with or without the aid of coaching, not just 
about what they do but about how they think, may be  helpful 
making them better leaders.

Rational Thinking and Transformational 
Leadership: Theoretical and 
Methodological Implications
It is important to consider the potential reasons for the absence 
of a relationship between leaders’ preference for rational thinking 
and others’ perceptions of them as transformational leaders, 
as this is a key theoretical prediction of the CELM (Cerni 
et  al., 2014). There are three primary possibilities that may 
explain this result. First, it is possible that methodological 
short-comings of entirely self-report data in previous studies 
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account for the relationship between rational thinking and 
transformational leadership – albeit that we  replicated this 
relationship in our self-report data in both studies. Second, 
it is possible that the proposed theoretical connection between 
rational thinking and transformational leadership, which was 
not found in our studies when leadership was follower-rated, 
is incorrect. Third, it is possible that a relationship between 
leaders’ preference for rational thinking and transformational 
leadership exists, but was undetected in our studies. We discuss 
these possibilities below but remain agnostic regarding which 
explanation is superior.

As argued earlier in this paper, previous studies that have 
attempted to connect thinking styles and leadership styles have 
principally used self-report methods that may be  subject to 
common methods bias. This was the key methodological rationale 
for the present studies’ recruitment of follower and coworker 
raters. Therefore, we  must consider the possibility that the 
correlation between rational thinking and transformational 
leadership is only significant for the wholly self-rated data 
because of common methods bias and that the disappearance 
of this relationship for other-rated leadership may represent 
the elimination of this bias. However, there are several reasons 
to think that the relationship between rational thinking and 
self-rated transformational leadership is not exclusively an 
artifact of common methods bias. As per the suggestions of 
Conway and Lance (2010), this relationship has been found 
in studies using different measures and samples (i.e., both of 
the present studies, Cerni et  al., 2008; Curtis et  al., 2017), the 
variables in question are measured with good reliability and 
non-overlapping item content, and there is a plausible theoretical 
connection between the variables. In addition, as reported, 
principal components analysis suggested little evidence of a 
common methods factor in the current studies. Thus, although 
the potential influence of common methods bias in the 
correlations obtained for self-rated leadership and thinking 
styles is worth remembering, we  are not convinced that it 
completely explains the lack of a correlation between rational 
thinking and other-rated transformational leadership.

The lack of expected relationships between thinking styles 
and other-rated leadership in Study 2 may be  attributable to 
a combination of restriction of range and statistical power, 
rather than common methods bias. Looking at the descriptive 
statistics in Tables 1, 2, the variability of both follower-rated 
transformational leadership and leaders’ preference for behavioral 
coping were markedly smaller in Study 1 than in Study 2. 
This restriction of range may have reduced the study’s ability 
to detect correlations between the constructs.

As Akinci and Sadler-Smith (2013) reported, mean rational 
thinking was higher for leaders in higher-level leadership jobs. 
Thus, rational thinking may be  associated with leadership, but 
the range of rational thinking may be constrained by leadership 
level. In our Study 2, in particular, leaders tended to hold 
similar level of appointment, which may account for the reduced 
variability of rational thinking scores. In addition, although 
the Study 2 leaders were rated by over 600 coworkers, the 
overall sample of leaders was under half that of Study 1. In 
the available literature, one study did detect significant correlations 

between self-rated leadership and thinking styles with a similar 
sized sample of leaders (Curtis et  al., 2017). However, the 
increased error of measurement that is likely when comparing 
self and other ratings may have resulted in Study 2 being 
under-powered.

Theoretically, the CELM expects that rational thinking will 
be connected with transformational leadership because rational 
thinking contributes to adaptation by leaders, and the selection 
of a transformational leadership style is an effective adaptation 
(Cerni et  al., 2014). The absence of a correlation between 
rational thinking and the global factor of transformational 
leadership does not support this theoretical connection proposed 
by the CELM. In addition, however, the CELM also suggests 
that rational thinking will be  related to transformational 
leadership more directly, inasmuch as rational thinking is likely 
to align specifically with the transformational leadership factor 
of intellectual stimulation of followers (Cerni et  al., 2014). 
The correlation between leaders’ rational thinking and follower-
rated intellectual stimulation was not significant in Study 1 
[r(160)  =  0.06, p  =  0.421] but was approaching significance 
in Study 2 [r(74)  =  0.207, p  =  0.077].

It is possible that a relationship exists between leader’s 
preference for rational thinking and the extent of their 
transformational leadership that other raters – especially 
followers  – do not detect. Rational thinking, which engages 
a slower thinking system, may be  associated with more 
deliberative and less action-focused decision-making that 
followers may perceive as evincing less transformational 
leadership. This possibility is in contrast to the relationship 
between leaders’ preference for behavioral coping and 
transformational leadership. Behavioral coping is a component 
of how constructively leaders’ experiential thinking is used 
(Epstein, 2001). Experiential thinking, in contrast to rational 
thinking, involves more frequent use of emotion and “going 
with one’s gut,” which may mean that leaders who prefer 
experiential thinking are more likely to engage followers’ 
emotions and make quicker decisions. Thus, behavioral coping 
may be evident in faster action-focused decisions than rational 
thinking. Furthermore, the relationship between leaders’ use 
of experiential information-processing and their leadership 
effectiveness is supported by a substantial body of research 
by Sadler-Smith and colleagues (e.g., Sadler-Smith, 2016).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

A limitation of the current studies was the low internal 
consistency reliabilities obtained for some measures that were 
of focal theoretical interest – emotionality (Study 1) and 
behavioral coping (Study 2). Norris and Epstein (2011) report 
satisfactory reliability the emotionality scale, which we  found 
in Study 2, and all previous research that we  can find using 
the CTI behavioral coping scale has reported alphas >0.7. 
However, the only other studies of which we  are aware to use 
the emotionality scale in the context of leadership are studies 
of Curtis et  al. (2017), and they too found low reliability for 
the emotionality scale. Curtis et  al. (2017) suggest that a 
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potential source of the low reliability is that the scale contains 
both negatively and positively valenced items – some asking 
about displays of exuberance and others sadness or anger. It 
is possible that leaders who display positive emotions are rated 
as transformational and those who display negative emotions 
are rated as not transformational, and, thus, a general construct 
of emotionality as operationalized in the REIm may be  only 
weakly related to perceptions of transformational leadership. 
The emotionality scale of the REIm may require revision, and 
that splitting positive and negative emotionality may be desirable 
in assessing its connection with leadership (Curtis et al., 2017).

CONCLUSION

The studies presented in this paper aimed to provide a more 
methodologically robust test of the CELM (Cerni et  al., 2014) 
than has been published in the literature to date. Specifically, 
we assessed connections between thinking styles and leadership 
styles when leadership was both self-rated and follower-rated. 
Previous studies have not examined connections between leaders’ 
preference for rational and experiential thinking with their 
follower rated leadership styles. In contrast to the predictions 
of the CELM, we found that rational thinking did not correlate 
with follower-rated transformational leadership in either study, 
while experiential thinking in the form of emotionality and 
imagination correlated with both self-rated and follower rated 
transformational leadership in Study 1. Consistently with previous 
studies, we  found significant relationships between leaders’ 
behavioral coping transformational leadership, including follower-
rated transformational leadership in Study 1 but not in Study 2. 
The present studies’ results provide mixed support for the 
CELM’s proposed connections between individual differences 
in thinking styles and leadership styles. For researchers, the 
key message going forward is that more exploration is needed 
of the potential relationship between rational thinking and 
transformational leadership, which is theoretically predicted 
by the CELM but was not borne out in our studies’ results 
for follower-rated leadership. For practitioners, the takeaway 

message is that there was a relationship between leaders’ 
preference for behavioral coping and transformational leadership 
(whether self-rated or follower-rated), which has been replicated 
in several previous studies, across several contexts. As a semi-
malleable trait, behavioral coping may be  assessed for the 
purposes of selection and developed via coaching (e.g., Cerni 
et  al., 2010a). Therefore, behavioral coping may prove a useful 
individual difference to continue to investigate in leadership 
recruitment and development.
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This study aims to investigate the mediating role of teachers’ organizational commitment
(OC) on the relationship between their emotional labor (EL) and work engagement (WE).
The study employed a cross-sectional design. The sample of the study consisted of the
teachers working in Sakarya province of Turkey. They participated in the study voluntarily
and responded scale items online. The findings showed that teachers’ perceptions of
EL, OC and WE is relatively high. Also, there are statistically significant and positive
correlations among variables. On the other hand, the findings confirmed the hypotheses.
Teachers’ EL predicts their OC and WE. Additionally, OC predicts WE and plays a
mediating role on the relationship between EL and WE. Based on the findings some
suggestions were made.

Keywords: emotional labor, work engagement, organizational commitment, organizational psychology, teachers

INTRODUCTION

In order to accomplish competitive advantage in the modern world, organizations need human
resources with high levels of energy, efficiency, and commitment (Bakker and Schaufeli, 2008; Chen,
2018). Many organizations already realize that positive job-related attitudes such as commitment
and engagement are of critical importance in terms of their competitive advantage (Walker,
2001; Chew, 2004). Teachers are not an exception in this sense and are expected to demonstrate
strong professional motivation and have a high level of dedication and work engagement (WE).
Engaged teachers are completely devoted in their work, entirely committed, and dedicated to
it, while actively disengaged teachers are frustrated and dissatisfied with their jobs, perform
poorly, and have a negative effect on their co-worker’s efforts in the organizations (Paulík,
2020). Considering the present economic landscape, the competitive advantage of organizations
can be improved by an engaged workforce (Hoole and Bonneman, 2015). As WE refers to
favorable emotions and motivating energy, engaged workers tend to exhibit behaviors that may
result in desired outcomes for organizations. Employees who are actively engaged are inclined
to cope better with extreme requirements in the work environment, respond more easily to
organizational change, and creatively solve the problems (Bakker and Demerouti, 2008; Othman
and Nasurdin, 2012). In recent years, researchers from different academic disciplines and business
people from many industries including educational sector have paid considerable attention to WE
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(Bakker and Demerouti, 2008; Schaufeli, 2013; Breevaart et al.,
2015; Demerouti et al., 2015). However, evidence suggests that
only 40% of employees were strongly engaged (Towers Watson,
2014). WE is thus still accepted as a very important issue by
researchers and business people (Iqbal et al., 2012). So, it is
of great importance to investigate the processes through which
WE can be boosted.

Studies on WE focused especially on determining its
predictors and outcomes (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Kim
et al., 2009). In some of these studies WE was associated with
personal resources, such as loneliness at work (Sezen, 2014)
and self-efficacy (Akhtar et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2017) as well
as on job resources, such as team climate and organizational
support (Xanthopoulou et al., 2013; Song et al., 2015). On
the other hand, there are many studies focusing especially on
teachers’ WE mainly based on three reasons. The first one is
the relationship of teacher effectiveness and student achievement
with WE of teachers. The second is the assumption that engaged
teachers generally experience less burnout problems. The third
is the belief that engaged teachers tend to be more productive,
display organizational citizenship behaviors more frequently and
contribute to school (Bakker and Bal, 2010; Klassen et al., 2012).

On the other hand, teachers are emotional workers (Yin,
2015). Teachers’ performance, self-efficacy, job satisfaction,
burnout, and instructional effectiveness have been found to be
affected by their emotions (Taxer and Frenzel, 2015; Lavy and
Eshet, 2018). Since teachers experience complicated relationships
with students, colleagues, and parents, emotional labor (EL)
plays a fundamental role in teaching. In the school context,
EL of teachers can be defined as the requirement to control
emotions according to organizational rules and guidelines
carrying out the teaching profession (Yin, 2016). Rafaeli and
Sutton’s (1987) EL theory suggest that EL effects both the
individual and organization. Additionally, Bakker and Demerouti
(2008) suggested the job demand resources model arguing
that employees’ EL affects psychological well-being individually
at first, which in turn affects results at the organizational
level. The teaching profession is being gradually regulated by
administrative bodies similar to service sector workers who
follow the forms of EL (Bolton, 2010). Although the previous
studies’ significant contribution to the literature and business
management, there are still much to discover in terms of WE and
EL in educational organizations.

Moreover, literature suggests that organizational commitment
(OC) has a considerable effect on organizational performance.
Teachers who have higher OC to their schools have stronger
beliefs in the school’s aims and values and prefer to stay
in the school (Chan et al., 2008; Meyer et al., 2019).
They tend to have a higher motivation to belong to the
organization and display organizational citizenship behavior
more frequently (Agu, 2015). Employees with a higher
commitment experience feeling of warmth, appreciation,
and loyalty toward the organization as a result of their positive
thoughts and interactions within the organization and have
a deep desire to remain within the organization (Casper
et al., 2011). Research also found significant relationship
between OC and WE.

In the literature, studies mostly focus on the linear relationship
between teachers’ EL and WE, or EL and OC (Akın, 2021).
However, there is a gap in literature investigating the indirect
relationships between these variables which provide insight into
processes through which WE can be fostered. Therefore, this
study tests a structural model which investigates the relationship
between EL and WE and the mediating role of OC on this
relationship for teachers.

Theoretical Background
Work Engagement
Positive psychology focuses on the measurable, developable,
and manageable strengths and psychological capacity of the
human, rather than the negativities such as burnout, conflict, job
dissatisfaction in the workplace. For this reason, organizations
now look for energetic, dedicated, and focused employees,
that is, individuals who are engaged with their work (Sezen,
2014) because such employees are more creative and productive
by devoting their abilities and experience to the organization
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2008).

Work engagement is described as a positive and fulfilling
emotional state about work which is represented by vigor,
dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli, 2013). Previous research
suggest that the basic elements of WE are dedication and vigor
(Schaufeli, 2013; Taris et al., 2017). Employees who have higher
levels of vigor and dedication find various ways to manage
job demands and obstacles, while achieving psychological and
physical health (Mache et al., 2014). Moreover, the absorption
dimension, which refers to a complete concentration in work,
is often defined by the rapid passing of time or the difficulty
of detaching oneself from one’s work (Mauno et al., 2007).
According to Schaufeli et al. (2001), vigor refers to the physical
power of the body or mind as one works; dedication refers
to the emotional condition of the worker, in which he/she has
a sense of excitement toward work; and absorption means a
cognitive situation in which the individual is engaged to a job
with complete concentration (Salanova et al., 2005).

When we consider various definitions in the literature, key
features to clarify WE are the positive and exciting motivation
that employees show in achieving their job objectives while
feeling fully engaged and dedicated in carrying out their job
duties (Markos and Sridevi, 2010; Schaufeli, 2013). Teachers’
WE can be regarded as important in terms of overall success of
schools because previous research found statistically significant
and positive relationships between teacher WE and student
achievement (Wilson and Corcoran, 1988; Bakker, 2005).
Cardwell (2011) also argued that one of the predictors of student
engagement is teacher engagement (cited in Butakor et al., 2020).
Engaged teachers achieve more than their formal responsibilities
and duties and support their students academically by following
various approaches and methods resulting in better a academic
performance (Kirkpatrick, 2009; Ariani, 2013).

Emotional Labor
Emotional labor is characterized as a term related to proper
management of emotions in the workplace and defined by
Hochschild (1983) as “the management of emotions to create
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a publicly observable facial and body display” (p. 7). Ashforth
and Humphrey (1993) accordingly represented EL as the attitude
of displaying the appropriate feelings. EL can be used as
a way to control emotions efficiently in order to achieve
organizational goals and to manage attitude or frustration against
a coworker or client, which may contribute to improved work
efficiency (Grandey, 2000). By this means, Grandey states that
EL is about adjusting emotions and remarks to organizational
requirements. Jobs which include more physical interaction
and therefore require characteristics of EL, include teachers,
health care workers, call center workers, etc. (Sloan, 2004;
Diefendorff et al., 2006).

Emotional labor strategy may be used, as Hochschild (1983)
argues, either with surface acting as altering external appearance
to represent required emotions – emotions that are not actually
felt privately, or deep acting as modifying their physical
expressions in addition to their inner feelings. The surface
actor suppresses or conceals his genuine feelings and behaves
in a way in that complies with the requirements prescribed
by the organization with respect to the emotional displays of
its employees. On the other hand, a deep actor adjusts his/her
feelings in order to comply with organizational expectations as
he/she genuinely feels in any specific circumstance (Lazanyi,
2011). Surface acting requires the simulation of feelings that are
not actually felt by the careful display of acceptable verbal or non-
verbal signals, either by artificial expression of positive feelings
or by suppression of negative feelings (Ashforth and Humphrey,
1993; Grandey, 2000; Diefendorff et al., 2005). Deep acting, on
the other hand, requires the real internal modification of negative
feelings and attempts to experience the emotion that should be
seen (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1993; Diefendorff et al., 2005).
In particular, deep acting will occur first and will be preceded
by surface acting if it is not appreciated during an interaction
(Gross, 1998).

Teaching, as an activity, is an emotional process and
teachers repeatedly use emotions in their classroom performance
as well as outside the classroom (Deliveli and Kıral, 2020;
Töre, 2020). Students prefer teachers who are disciplined but
not authoritative, funny but not cynical, and who can pay
attention to each student individually and behave equally in
punishing and rewarding (Wragg and Wragg, 1998). To establish
a thorough classroom atmosphere, positive relationships are
required in which teachers should handle, supervise, and adjust
their emotions (Zhang and Zhu, 2008; Akın et al., 2014).
Teaching is also a demanding job that requires strong human
relationships (Genç, 2004) and includes managing frustration
and facial expressions in and outside the classroom since repeated
declaration of felt tense feelings to students can have a negative
impact on the learning process. Teachers are also expected to
conform to some tacit organizational intentions for emotional
demonstration to students and parents (Berquam, 2020). In
addition, monitoring schemes are putting more pressure on
them to change their behavior to focus on performing rather
than caring aspects in order to pass observations or inspections
(Lindqvist et al., 2019). Ineffective emotion control can also
negatively affect relationships with colleagues and leaders outside
the classroom. Winograd (2003) argued that teaching fulfills

Hochchild’s (1983) three criteria that requires EL, which are,
(a) face-to-face communication between teachers and others (b)
teachers’ producing some emotional state (e.g., joy or fear, and
excitement or anxiety); and (c) a degree of external influence
over teachers’ EL, which usually comes in the form of cultural
expectations or professional norms. Teaching as a profession,
therefore, involves the use of a considerable amount of EL
(Tösten and Toprak, 2017).

Loh and Liew (2016) observed that teachers perform EL in
and outside classrooms; they manage, conceal, and manipulate
their emotions in their interactions with students, parents,
and colleagues. Emotional display rules in schools and the
emotional acting in which teachers engage are embedded
within each individual practitioner. Collectively, these rules
become a part of the school culture, which in turn plays a
significant role in shaping teachers’ conceptions of themselves
as professionals in the workplace (Brown et al., 2014). Many
teachers consider the performance of emotions which lack in
authenticity to be stressful (Ogbonna and Harris, 2004). To
facilitate disciplined and orderly classes daily, teachers can incur
significant levels of stress considering the amount of EL they
experience (Loh and Liew, 2016). This condition has arguably
worsened because of numerous demands from schools and
students, resulting in a substantial increase in EL over the last
10 years (Taylor, 2020). Considering the previous literature,
further examination is needed as teachers today are exposed to
ever-increasing levels of EL.

Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment refers to an attitude or psychological
condition that characterizes the relationships of employees with
their employer and ultimately influences their intentions to stay
or leave the organization (Kotzé and Nel, 2020). Numerous
definitions of OC can be seen in literature. Bateman and
Strasser (1984) suggest that OC involves an employee’s loyalty
to the organization, level of aim and value consistency with
the organization, and desire to stay within the organization.
Commitment is described as a linkage between a person and
the organization (Buchanan, 1974) and a psychological condition
that characterizes the relationship of employees with the
organization with its conclusions to stay within the organization
or not (Meyer and Allen, 1997).

There are three dimensions of OC; affective, continuance,
and normative commitment (Meyer and Allen, 1997). Affective
commitment is the employees’ sense of the emotional attachment
with the organization. Continuance commitment specifies
employees’ understanding of the cost of leaving the organization.
Normative commitment refers to the understanding of the
employees of their normal obligation to the organization (Agu,
2015). These three types of commitment are accepted in the
literature as a psychological situation that either identifies the
relationship of employee with the organization or has the
significance to affect whether the employee will stay with the
organization or not (Meyer et al., 1993). Research indicates
that those with a powerful affective commitment will continue
the organizational membership because they want to, with
a powerful continuance commitment will continue because
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they have to, and those with a normative commitment will
continue to the organization because they feel that they have to
(Meyer et al., 1993).

As for teachers, three types of commitment are introduced
in literature: commitment to school, profession, and students.
Commitment to school can be defined as the intensity of the
identification of an individual to a particular school (Mowday
et al., 1979). Commitment to the profession, on the other hand,
can be regarded as a positive attachment to teaching. Finally,
commitment to students is a teacher’s dedication to student
learning (Park, 2015). Previous research shows that teacher’s OC
is significantly related to job satisfaction, school performance
and self-efficacy (Dee et al., 2006; Park, 2015). Their OC has an
important effect on efficacy and success of their work (Fresko
et al., 1997; Wang et al., 2020). Teachers with high OC have
positive emotions about the mission and ethics of their schools
and tend to stay within the school (Hong and Matsko, 2019). OC
of teachers is associated with student success and better quality in
schools (Nehmeh, 2009; Balay, 2014; Akdemir, 2019). Based on
the previous literature, we can say that committed teachers are
one of the most important assets of schools.

Conceptual Framework
Emotional Labor and Work Engagement
Although there are many studies in the literature focusing on
basic dimensions of EL together, Öztürk (2020), which has been
accepted as a basis for this study, proposed a three-dimensional
EL model for teachers which is similar to deep acting that
perceived EL as a positive drive for teachers. Although most of
the studies about EL in the literature are carried out on the service
sector employees, Öztürk (2020) investigated teachers’ EL and
developed a model of “EL in schools.” Öztürk’s (2020) three-
dimensional model of EL in schools comprises “emotional effort,”
“emotional transparency,” and “negative emotional transfer”
which accepts EL as a positive organizational attitude for teachers
as in deep acting.

Previous studies (Chan, 2009; Wang et al., 2010; Heo and
Lee, 2015; Kim et al., 2015; Pelosi, 2015; Yoo, 2016; Yoo
and Jeong, 2017; Han S. S. et al., 2018; Öngöre, 2019; Košir
et al., 2020) found that EL is positively associated with WE.
The studies investigating the interaction of EL and employees
indicate that deep acting yields positive outcomes (Kim, 2008),
and reduces emotional dissonance through a mechanism that
makes emotions harmonious to expressions (Richards and Gross,
2000) in terms of WE. Engaged teachers, convinced of their
usefulness to the school and the students, are willing to devote
their full efforts to their job, despite the difficulty presented by
the demands of the profession and the disruptive influences
which complicate their work (Paulík, 2020). WE is supposed
to foster the positive attitudes or actions of employees toward
clients, work, and the organization. The more employees who
have WE have sufficient psychological and physical energy
levels, the more they display deep emotional activities. So,
WE is positively associated with deep acting (Yoo and Arnold,
2014), and accordingly EL is positively associated with WE
(Lu and Guy, 2014). Also, EL affects WE positively (Kim

et al., 2015; Han S. S. et al., 2018). Therefore, the following
hypothesis was suggested.

H1: Teachers’ emotional labor positively predicts their work
engagement.

Emotional Labor and Organizational Commitment
Previous research in the literature indicates that the relationship
between commitment and EL are likely to be stronger when they
point out similar goals and contexts (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975;
Lavelle et al., 2007). When we consider the correlation between
EL and OC, both have been justified to be connected (Xin et al.,
2017). Wong and Law (2017) found that performance of EL by
employees affects their OC. Moreover, deep acting is specifically
based on the employees’ inner feelings (Ashforth and Humphrey,
1993), this type of EL is more consistent with a genuine concern
for one’s clients, considering the increased psychic effort involved
in deep acting. Deliveli and Kıral (2020) argued that employees’
intentionally presentation of EL to accomplish institutional aims
may lead to OC. It may also be inferred that employees who
includes emotions into their organizational activities are most
likely to stay with that organization meaning that they have
higher level of OC (Deliveli and Kıral, 2020).

Lin (2005) found that individual EL has a positive effect on OC
and EL plays a mediator role on this relationship (cited in Xin
et al., 2017). Furthermore, Zhang and Zhu (2008) had a similar
finding regarding the relationship between EL and OC. Öztürk
(2020) also proposed EL as a positive organizational variable in
his study which is carried out on teachers and accepted as a
basis for this study. Society also tests the behavioral performance
of teachers using high moral expectations and requires them to
act as models to correctly lead students’ learning (Zhang et al.,
2020). Additionally, teachers’ commitment is regarded as having
an emotional foundation (Berkovich and Eyal, 2017). Meyer
et al. (2019) stated that commitment can indicate an emotional
connection to particular goals. EL represents one’s emotional
management, exhibiting emotions in line with organizational
rules and interactions with actors (Hochschild, 1983). Thus, we
consider teachers’ commitment is highly affected by their EL
in school. Therefore, this study investigates the nature of the
association between EL and OC. Based on the previous literature,
we developed the following hypothesis.

H2: Teachers’ emotional labor positively predicts their
organizational commitment.

Organizational Commitment and Work Engagement
Previous literature suggests a positive association of WE with
well-being (Halbesleben, 2010; Dilekçi and Limon, 2020) and a
negative one with turnover intention (Wood et al., 2020). The
OC of teachers was identified by Tsui and Cheng (1999) as the
relative intensity of their identification with and participation in
a specific school. From this point of view, OC of teachers can
be characterized by a powerful belief in and recognition of the
aims and values of the school, a willingness to utilize noticeable
effort on behalf of the school, and willingness to maintain
school membership (Sezgin, 2009). While WE was described as
a positive state of mind characterized by high energy, excitement,
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and a complete concentration at work (Schaufeli et al., 2002), OC,
on the other hand, was seen as the strength of the identification
of the employee with the organization (Mowday et al., 1979; Li,
2014). Saks (2006) emphasizes that while OC reflects attitudes
and attachment of employees to the organization, engagement
is not attitudinal and thus reflects the focus and absorption of
individuals while performing tasks (Santos et al., 2016).

In literature there are different views on conceptualization of
the relationship between WE and OC. Some studies hypothesized
WE as an antecedent of OC and explored its impact on OC (Hu
and Schaufeli, 2011; Albrecht, 2012; Karatepe, 2013); while some
others suggested WE as an outcome of OC and investigated the
effect of OC on it (Barnes and Collier, 2013; Zhang et al., 2015;
Rivkin et al., 2016).

The studies describing OC as an antecedent of WE argue
that when employees are attached to their organization, they
may demonstrate higher WE (Barnes and Collier, 2013; Zhang
et al., 2015). It means OC precedes WE, and when employees
are committed to their organizations and willing to pay back
to the organization, WE emerges as a kind of repayment (Choi
et al., 2015). This view implies that as a result of the attachment
of the employees to the organization, attachment to the work
occurs, as well. On the contrary, some other studies argue that
WE could lead to increased OC (Albdour and Altarawneh, 2014).
These studies suggest that when people have WE, they form
a connection with work and colleagues and by this means,
employees develop commitment to their organization (Kim
et al., 2017). When we consider teachers, engaged teachers are
more likely continue to work in their current school, thus they
have OC (Bakker et al., 2003). On the other hand, teachers
with relatively less OC generally look for chances to leave the
organization (Shirbagi, 2007). Based on these, the following
hypothesis was established.

H3: Teachers’ organizational commitment positively predicts
their work engagement.

Emotional Labor, Organizational Commitment, and
Work Engagement
Although there is a growing interest in teachers’ emotions,
there is not still enough empirical evidence regarding positive
emotions of teachers and how positive emotions influence
individual and organizational outcomes. The dynamics of teacher
engagement also holds great importance as their attitudes and
level of engagement have a direct impact on their students
(Roth et al., 2007). Teachers’ WE determines the quality of their
teaching and the nature of classroom behavior. Therefore, it
is crucial to understand the factors that lead higher levels of
teacher engagement and its relationship with EL to enhance
quality in schools.

Previous research investigated the associations of EL, OC,
and WE with burnout (Lapointe et al., 2012; Xin et al., 2017;
Han S. S. et al., 2018), self-efficacy, optimism, trust (Agu, 2015;
Tösten and Toprak, 2017; Liu and Huang, 2019), compassion,
work ethics, leadership (Mauno et al., 2016), organizational
support (Xin et al., 2017), job satisfaction (Lin et al., 2020), and
well-being (Rusu and Colomeischi, 2020). However, these were

mostly carried out in business or hospital contexts. However,
the current study aimed to explore the relationships between
teachers’ EL, WE, and OC in school contexts. In this way, it
aimed to extend the literature on these variables by examining
the mediator role of OC on the relationship between WE and EL.
Thus, the following hypothesis was suggested.

H4: Teachers’ organizational commitment mediates the
relationship between their emotional labor and work
engagement.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Model
This study adopted a cross-sectional design (Kothari, 2004),
one of the quantitative methods, to investigate the relationships
among EL, OC, and WE in schools. These relationships were
explored through a structural equation model.

Sample
The current study was conducted in Sakarya province in Turkey.
The participants were reached through convenience sampling
method (Huck, 2012) and 429 teachers (from preschool to high
school level) voluntarily responded the scales. Before the data
analysis, we carried out normality tests which resulted in 57
outliers. Therefore, the main data analysis was conducted on
data from 372 participants which can be deemed enough for
a structural equation model (SEM) model according to Kline
(2009). Of these participants 232 were women (62.4%) and
140 were men (37.6%). While 316 of the participants had an
undergraduate degree (85.0%), 56 of them had a graduate degree
(15.0%). As for marital status, 301 participants were married
(80.9%) and 71 of them were single (19.1%). Lastly, 32 of the
participants were working at primary schools (8.6%), 158 at
elementary schools (42.5%), 108 at secondary schools (29.0%),
and 74 at high schools (19.9%).

Data Collection Process and Tools
Since the data were collected during COVID-19 pandemic, an
online data collection procedure was followed. We prepared
an online link (Google Forms) and sent it to the school
administrators we are acquainted with. The administrators
shared the link with teachers through school WhatsApp
groups. The data collection procedure took place between June
and November, 2020.

To collect data three different scales which are “Organizational
Commitment Scale,” “Utrecht Work Engagement Scale,” and
“Emotional Labor in Schools Scale” were used in the study.
In the following section detailed information about the scales
are presented.

Emotional Labor in Schools Scale
The scale was developed by Öztürk (2020). The scale has 12 items
loading on three dimensions. The first dimension is “emotional
effort (7 items),” the second one is “emotional transparency (2
items),” and the last one is “negative emotional transfer (3 items)”
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which all addresses deep acting of EL. A sample item is as follows:
I try to get rid of negative emotions while going to school. The
scale is a five-point Likert type scale, and the response range is (1)
Totally disagree and (5) Totally agree.

Organizational Commitment Scale
The scale was developed by Meyer et al. (1993) and adapted into
Turkish by Dağlı et al. (2018) for a teacher sample. The scale
has 18 items loading on three dimensions. The first dimension is
“affective commitment (6 items),” the second one is “continuance
commitment (6 items),” and the last dimension is “normative
commitment (6 items).” A sample item is as follows: I regard this
school’s problems as mine. This is a five-point Likert type scale in
which all items are scored on a range from “(1) Strongly disagree”
to “(5) Totally agree.”

Work Engagement Scale
To measure WE level of teachers, Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (Schaufeli et al., 2002) was used. The scale was adapted to
Turkish by Atilla-Bal (2009). Later, Eser (2018) confirmed the
validity of the scale on a teacher sample. It is a tridimensional
scale, which are “vigor (6 items),” “dedication (5 items),” and
“absorption (6 items).” A sample item is as follows: “When I
get up in the morning, I feel like going to work.” The items are
responded on a five-point rating scale ranging from “(1) Strongly
disagree” to “(5) Totally agree.”

Within the scope of this study, we checked the internal
consistency of the scales through Cronbach’s alpha coefficients.
The findings showed that it was 0.71 for EL; 0.84 for OC
and 0.92 for Work Engagement Scale which were satisfactory
(Büyüköztürk, 2011).

Data Analysis
First of all, the missing values were detected and there were
none of them. Before conducting descriptive analysis and
calculating relationships between variables, univariate normality
was checked through skewness and kurtosis values. The analysis
showed that the data were not normally distributed (Field,
2009). Therefore, we assessed the outliers using boxplots which
yielded the exclusion of 57 of them and a normally distributed
data (see Table 1). The analysis went on with data from
372 participants. Within the descriptive statistics, we calculated
minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation of the mean.
To reveal the relationships between variables, Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated.

The hypotheses were tested through SEM, which is a
statistical technique allowing the analyst to investigate a series
of dependence relationships between variables (Ho, 2006). In
SEM we followed the steps suggested by Hair et al. (2014).
Actually, these include two stages mainly, the evaluation of the
measurement and the structural model. One of the issues that
should be addressed in SEM is multivariate normality (Ho, 2006).
So, we checked multivariate kurtosis and its critical value, which
were 405.361 and 65.833 indicating non-normally multivariate
distribution (Bentler, 2006). Thus, bootstrapping (sample 5000;
95% confidence interval) was preferred (Zhao et al., 2010). The
basic underlying principle of bootstrapping is that it allows the
researchers to create multiple subsamples from an original data
base and it does not require multivariate normal distribution
(Byrne, 2016).

To test whether there is common method bias problem,
we employed Harman’s single factor technique. We loaded all
observed variables into an exploratory factor analysis with an
unrotated factor solution. The analysis resulted in nine factors
explaining nearly 64% of the total variance. The first factor,
on the other hand, explained only 27% of the variance which
indicates that there is not common method variance problem
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

FINDINGS

In this section, descriptive statistics and correlations between
variables are presented.

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and the results of
normality tests. The mean is M = 3.88 (SD = 0.43) for EL,
M = 3.42 (SD = 0.61) for OC and M = 4.14 (SD = 0.49)
for WE. Considering these findings, we can say that teachers’
self-perceptions of EL, OC, and WE are above average and
relatively high.

Table 2 displays correlations between variables. The
relationship between EL and OC is (r = 0.294; p < 0.01);
EL and WE (r = 0.482; p < 0.01) and OC and WE (r = 0.479;
p < 0.01). These findings indicated statistically significant
positive and moderate level relationships between variables.

Findings on Measurement and Structural
Model
As stated above we followed a two-step approach in the analysis.
First of all, we evaluated the measurement model in which all
the observed variables were in the model. In the first analysis,

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and normality assumption.

Variable N Descriptive Skewness and kurtosis

Minimum Maximum Mean SD Skewness SE Kurtosis SE

(1) EL 372 2.75 5.00 3.88 0.43 0.235 0.126 0.464 0.252

(2) OC 372 1.61 5.00 3.42 0.61 −0.085 0.021

(3) WE 372 3.00 5.00 4.14 0.49 0.136 −0.856

EL, emotional labor; OC, organizational commitment; WE, work engagement.
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TABLE 2 | Correlations between variables.

Variables EL OC WE

EL 1.00

OC 0.294** 1.00

WE 0.482** 0.479** 1.00

**p < 0.01.

the fit indices of the model did not satisfy the cutoff values
in the literature and due to low factor loadings (OC3 = 0.187;
OC4 = 0.348; OC5 = 0.371; OC12 = 0.443; EL3 = 0.352;
EL12 = 0.415) we discarded some items. We reran the analysis
and the fit indices emerged as follows (x2/df = 2.69; p = 0.00;
CFI = 0.83; TLI = 0.81; RMSEA; 0.07; SRMR = 0.08). Considering
the number of observed variables and the sample size, the fit
indices can be deemed satisfactory (Sharma et al., 2005; Hair
et al., 2014). Ensuring the validity of the measurement model, we
tested the structural relationships between variables. The model
is shown in Figure 1 below.

The structural relationships between variables are displayed in
Figure 1. First of all, we checked the fit indices of the model.
They emerged as following (x2/df = 2.69; p = 0.00; CFI = 0.83;
TLI = 0.81; RMSEA; 0.07; SRMR = 0.08) which were the same
as in the measurement model. The results of bootstrap analysis
provided evidence to support all the hypotheses suggested. As
can be seen in Table 3 below, EL predicted WE (β = 0.502;
p = 0.002) and OC (β = 0.519; p = 0.001) significantly. OC, on
the other hand, predicted WE significantly (β = 0.345; p = 0.045).
Lastly, the indirect effect of EL on WE through OC was significant
(β = 0.179; p = 0.002) and upper-lower bounds did not include
“0” (LB = 0.083; UB = 0.222). Both the direct and indirect
effects are significant and in the same direction which indicates a
complementary mediation (Zhao et al., 2010). On the other hand,
the effect size for indirect effect was calculated using the formula
ab / (ab + c1) (Miočević et al., 2018) which emerged as 0.261. It
can be concluded that it has a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988).
The findings are presented below in Table 3.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study investigated the mediating role of OC on the
relationship between teachers’ EL and WE. It also explored the
direct relationships among these variables. In this sense, the
first hypothesis of the study was that teachers’ EL significantly
predicts their WE. The findings confirmed the hypothesis which
means that higher levels of EL results in higher levels of WE
for teachers. On the other hand, there are inconsistent findings
in literature regarding this relationship which was investigated
on different samples such as private sector workers (Chan,
2009), customer service employees (Pelosi, 2015), nurses (Mauno
et al., 2016; Han S. S. et al., 2018), school foodservice employees
(Heo and Lee, 2015), incubation centre managers (Kim et al.,
2015), service sector employees (Öngöre, 2019), retail bank
and insurance company employees (Yoo, 2016), salespeople
(Yoo and Jeong, 2017), and full time workers who participated

in a management training course (Wang et al., 2010). There are
also studies conducted on teachers (Saleem et al., 2018; Shukla
and Pandey, 2019; Çarıkcı, 2020; Košir et al., 2020). While some
of these studies show that EL is positively associated with WE
(Chan, 2009), some others (Mauno et al., 2016; Saleem et al.,
2018; Shukla and Pandey, 2019) show that there is a negative
association between them (Mauno et al., 2016; Saleem et al., 2018;
Shukla and Pandey, 2019). Considering the relationships in terms
of sub-dimensions, some studies (Wang et al., 2010; Heo and Lee,
2015; Kim et al., 2015; Pelosi, 2015; Yoo, 2016; Yoo and Jeong,
2017; Han S. S. et al., 2018; Öngöre, 2019; Košir et al., 2020)
indicate that deep acting and naturally felt emotions are positively
associated with WE, while according to some others (Wang et al.,
2010; Pelosi, 2015; Yoo, 2016; Yoo and Jeong, 2017; Han S. S.
et al., 2018; Öngöre, 2019; Çarıkcı, 2020; Košir et al., 2020) surface
acting is negatively associated with it. On the other hand, Mróz
and Kaleta (2016) found that there is not a significant relationship
between these two variables. Based on these, it is can be said that
the current study has both consistent and conflicting findings
with the previous research. It can also be said that further research
is needed on the relationship between teachers’ EL and WE to
have a more robust insight into this relationship. In this sense,
this study contributed to the existing literature by providing
empirical evidence on the effect of teachers’ EL on WE. So, it is
suggested that if schools wish more engaged teachers, they should
create an atmosphere in which teachers can display EL.

The second hypothesis of the study suggested that there was
a positive association between EL and OC which was confirmed
by the findings. When teachers can exhibit emotional effort
and transparency and transfer their negative emotions, they
become more committed to the school. However, there are
inconsistent findings in the literature on both teacher (Isenbarger
and Zembylas, 2006; Güler, 2018; Deliveli and Kıral, 2020;
Ogunsola et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2020) and other samples such
as health employees (Şenel and Aydoğan, 2020), hotel employees
(Büyükbeşe and Aslan, 2019), nurses (Yang and Chang, 2008;
Han S. S. et al., 2018), and IT workers (Kim and Yang, 2018).
While some of these studies suggest a positive association
(Isenbarger and Zembylas, 2006; Güler, 2018; Deliveli and Kıral,
2020; Şenel and Aydoğan, 2020), some others reveal that there
is a negative relationship between EL and OC (Han S. L. et al.,
2018; Büyükbeşe and Aslan, 2019). Considering the relationships
in terms of the dimensions, Zheng et al. (2020) suggested that
deep acting is positively associated with commitment and surface
acting has a negative effect on it, while Ogunsola et al. (2020)
found that both surface and deep acting has a negative effect
on OC. On the other hand, Yang and Chang (2008) indicated
that surface acting has a significantly negative relationship with
OC while deep acting does not have a significant effect on it.
On the contrary, Kim and Yang (2018) demonstrated that the
deep acting has a significant relationship with OC while surface
acting is not related to it. As stated above previous literature
suggests inconsistent findings regarding the relationship between
EL and OC and the studies focusing on teachers are insufficient.
Considering this gap, the current study extended the existing
literature especially in terms of educational organizations. In
this sense, this study shows how educational organizations take
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FIGURE 1 | Structural model.

TABLE 3 | Standardized direct, indirect, and total effects.

Paths β SE t Bootstrap 5000 times 95% CI p Total effect

Lower bound Upper bound

EL→WE (H1) 0.502 0.157 5.001 0.190 0.800 0.002 0.681

EL→OC (H2) 0.519 0.132 5.715 0.245 0.734 0.001 0.519

OC→WE (H3) 0.345 0.152 4.042 0.021 0.557 0.045 0.345

EL→OC→WE (H4) 0.179 0.054 – 0.083 0.222 0.002 0.681

Standardized direct and indirect effects = 95% CI does not include zero.

care of their teachers’ EL since it affects teachers’ OC. If these
organizations ask the teachers to show commitment to them, then
they help these teachers to increase their EL. So, the motto is
“to have more committed teachers, schools need to help teachers
manage their emotions.”

The third hypothesis of the study suggested that teachers’
OC positively predicts their WE. The findings confirmed the
hypothesis which means that the higher teachers are committed

to their school the higher they will be engaged to their work.
The studies conducted on teachers (Çağrı San and Tok, 2017;
Pieters and Auanga, 2018) and other samples such as banking
employees (Adi and Fithriana, 2020), private and public sector
employees (Agyemang and Ofei, 2013), undergraduate students
(Babcock-Roberson and Strickland, 2010), airline companies (Li
et al., 2010), National Revenue Administration employees
(Peplińska et al., 2020), also put forward consistent findings

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 648404115

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-648404 June 29, 2021 Time: 18:21 # 9

Sezen-Gultekin et al. Mediating Role of Organizational Commitment

with this study, while food processing plant employees (Gota,
2017) has found that WE is negatively associated with affective
commitment. Based on these findings, it can be said that this
study contributed to the literature by proving that WE is up
to OC. So, if educational organizations can make their teachers
more committed to them, then it will be more likely that these
teachers will engage their works much more. In brief, to have
more engaged teachers, schools should foster teachers’ OC.

The last hypothesis of the study dealt with the indirect
effect of EL on WE through OC. The findings indicated
that commitment mediated the relationship between EL and
engagement. In other words, EL increases OC which in turn
has a positive effect on WE of teachers. Although at least
in scope of the current study we could not reach a study
investigating the relationships among these three variables,
there are studies on EL, OC, and some other variables. For
example, they were associated with burnout (Hakanen et al.,
2006; Lapointe et al., 2012; Yılmaz et al., 2015; Xin et al.,
2017; Han S. S. et al., 2018; Yin et al., 2019), self-efficacy,
optimism, trust (Agu, 2015; Tösten and Toprak, 2017; Liu and
Huang, 2019), compassion, work ethics, leadership (Mauno et al.,
2016), organizational support (Xin et al., 2017), job satisfaction
(Lin et al., 2020), political skills (Bostancı, 2020), well-being
(Rusu and Colomeischi, 2020), and organizational citizenship
behavior (Cheung and Lun, 2015). Drawing on the findings of
the current study, we can say that OC plays a significant role
on the relationship between EL and WE of teachers. For this
reason, this study shows that if educational organizations aim
to reach WE for their teachers, then they should know that
the first step goes through EL, while the second one through
OC. For this reason, a three-step roadmap is suggested to
educational organizations. Firstly, they should take action to
provide their teachers to put in their emotional labol more;
secondly, the teachers will show more commitment to their
organizations. After all is said and done, the teachers will
engage their works much more which is the final destination in
this journey.

Conclusion and Suggestions
This study can be the first one which addresses EL, OC, and WE
for teachers. In this context, it can be said that it is valuable for
both researchers and future studies since the obtained results can
contribute new knowledge to the field. In this way, this study
extended the literature on EL, OC, and WE. The most significant
contribution of the current study is that it provided evidence
that OC of teachers can mediate the relationship between their
EL and WE. When teachers exert emotional effort, transfer their
negative emotions, and exhibit their emotions transparently, they
become more committed to school and in turn they become
more engaged in their work. This underlines the importance of
emotion regulation for teachers. School administrators should
be aware of importance of teachers’ emotions and create an
environment in which teachers can display their emotions. They
should also consider that EL and OC explain WE. In this
way, they can know how to proceed for engaging teachers to
their works and to implement the practical effect on work life.
Besides these points, it is suggested that more studies should

be made to use this model on teacher samples. Considering
the literature, it can be said that there is a serious need on
this suggestion.

Limitations and Implications for Further
Research
This study is not without some limitations. Firstly, the study
employed a cross-sectional design which does not provide cause-
effect relationships. Further research may employ longitudinal
design to reveal causality. Secondly, the findings of the current
study are based on teachers’ self-perceptions which may cause
social desirability bias (Rosenman and Tennekoon, 2011).
Thirdly, we reached the participants through convenience
sampling which may cause the problem of generalizability.
However, this is an internal validity study which aims to test
a structural model not to generalize the findings to a target
population. Fourthly, we tested a simple mediation model. The
findings indicated complementary mediation which means an
incomplete theoretical framework (Zhao et al., 2010). Fifthly,
this study used the EL scale developed by Öztürk (2020) and
addressing EL based on deep acting. For this reason, the
hypothesis of the study was created accordingly. Further studies
can choose a different scale which runs all the theoretical
structure of EL. Further studies may consider extending the
model integrating new mediators or moderators such as tenure
or age. Lastly, the current study was conducted only one city in
Turkey. Cross-cultural validation of the model can be considered
in further studies.
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Career sustainability is a well-researched issue in academics and other sectors.

Technology advancements and COVID-19 have jeopardized career sustainability.

Numerous studies have explored the influence of individual characteristics on career

sustainability, but few have focused on leadership. In addition, cultural factors must be

considered because leadership is rooted in culture. In particular, inclusive leadership

reflects traditional Chinese culture. Therefore, based on self-determination social

exchange theories, we analyzed the effects of inclusive leadership on career sustainability

as well as the roles of thriving at work and supervisor developmental feedback

(SDF) in career sustainability. In total, 363 samples were collected from China. The

results revealed that inclusive leadership improves career sustainability through SDF

and thriving at work. Theoretically, our study fills the research gap and establishes a

mechanism and theoretical framework for inclusive leadership and career sustainability.

Practically, we offer guidance for enterprises to cultivate inclusive leadership and improve

career sustainability.

Keywords: inclusive leadership, career sustainability, supervisor developmental feedback, thriving at work, China

INTRODUCTION

Sustainability has become a popular research topic (Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017; Bansal, 2019;
Ilyas et al., 2020). The United Nations (UN) defines sustainability as “meeting the needs and
aspirations of the present without compromising the ability to meet those needs in the future”
(Brundtland et al., 1987). Scholars have begun to focus on the social dimensions of sustainability,
including employee self-development, resilience, work–life balance, and job satisfaction (Manuti
and Giancaspro, 2019; Abid et al., 2020; Ilyas et al., 2020), but social sustainability itself is not well-
defined. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a global unemployment crisis resulting in social
unrest (Bartik et al., 2020), increasing concern about career sustainability. When people cannot
obtain a stable income and quality of life through work, achieving health, safety, wellness, and
well-being (the four proven determinants of social sustainability) is impossible (Staniškiene and
Stankevičiute, 2018).
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Career sustainability is an emerging concept. Numerous
scholars have conducted theoretical research from the perspective
of individuals (Herman and Lewis, 2012; Baldridge and
Kulkarni, 2017; Richardson et al., 2017) but have neglected
organizational factors (Barthauer et al., 2019). To benefit from
sustainability, enterprises have begun to emphasize collaboration
between organizations and individuals. In particular, leadership,
an organizational factor, has crucial influence on career
sustainability and has been widely discussed in the context of
stimulating work passion (Ho and Astakhova, 2020), reducing
burnout (Prastio et al., 2020), clearing identity orientation
(Marstand et al., 2020), and increasing career satisfaction
(Chang et al., 2020). All such factors are closely related to
career sustainability, but few studies have identified a direct
link between leadership and career sustainability. Therefore,
we explored the influence of organizational factors on career
sustainability in the context of leadership.

Traditional leadership research has focused on the individual
characteristics and behaviors of leaders (Zhu and Qian, 2014).
However, modern leadership research emphasizes the interaction
between leaders and subordinates (Clark and Harrison, 2018;
Harrison, 2018). In particular, inclusiveness is a key concept
of the UN’s Millennium Development Goals and the historical
enlightenment of Chinese civilization (Yuan, 2007). The
relationship between inclusion and sustainable development is
a popular research topic in environmentalism and economics
(Di Fabio and Peiró, 2018; Bijman and Wijers, 2019), and
it has recently attracted increasing attention in organizational
management research. Inclusive leadership advocates mutual
respect between leaders and followers, common progress, and
win–win cooperation; it has been proven to significantly improve
employees’ psychological capital, job performance, and creativity
(Carmeli et al., 2010; Hirak et al., 2012; Randel et al., 2018;
Zhu et al., 2019). Inclusive leadership can meet subordinates’
requirements for empathy and empower them to adapt to
current diversified and knowledge-oriented career trends. In
addition, inclusive leadership can have a strong influence on
career sustainability.

How does inclusive leadership affect career sustainability?
In particular, the misalignment of the skill and job role is
a critical factor leading to unemployment (Blustein et al.,
2020). Technological innovation is unremitting, and individuals
who endeavor to compete sustainably must continually meet
increasingly higher requirements (Chin et al., 2021). According
to the job characteristics model (Hackman and Oldham,
1976), feedback is a job characteristic affecting employees’
work status and outcomes. Inclusive leadership emphasizes
respecting, recognizing, and cultivating employees through
the acknowledgment of their achievements and through the
provision of developmental feedback. A new type of feedback,
supervisor developmental feedback (SDF) refers to the extent
to which supervisors provide their employees with helpful
or valuable information that enables learning, development,
and job improvement (Zhou, 2003). In particular, supervisor
developmental feedback has been demonstrated to significantly
increase proactive behavior, job engagement, and creativity
(Eva et al., 2019; Su et al., 2019), which are conducive to

continuous learning and growth. Relevant studies have suggested
that a positive mental state often leads to positive subjective
cognition (Abid et al., 2019). Spreitzer et al. (2012) suggested
that in terms of human sustainability, “thriving” is critical for
sustaining an engaged and healthy workforce. Thriving at work
is crucial for ensuring an employee’s positive mental state,
which reflects an individual’s vitality and learning experience
(Spreitzer et al., 2005) and affects career development and
turnover intention (Abid et al., 2015; Jiang, 2017). Therefore,
we hypothesized that inclusive leadership influences career
sustainability through developmental feedback and thriving
at work, with self-determination theory and social exchange
theory as its theoretical basis. The current study extends the
research on career sustainability and inclusive leadership, further
revealing the mediating role of developmental feedback and
thriving at work in inclusive leadership and career sustainability.
In addition, the current study provides a theoretical basis
and countermeasures for incorporating inclusive leadership
and ensuring career sustainability. The Theoretical model is
presented as Figure 1.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Inclusive Leadership and Career
Sustainability
The concept of inclusive leadership was first proposed by
Nembhard and Edmondson (2006). Hollander (2009) discussed
inclusive leadership in terms of the interdependent relationship
between leaders and employees, emphasizing win–win
cooperation and shared vision. On the basis of Hollander’s
research, Carmeli et al. (2010) suggested that inclusive leadership
could be judged according to openness, accessibility, and
availability of communication between leaders and employees.
Fang et al. (2019) defined inclusive leadership according to three
aspects of the Chinese workplace: First, leaders should strive to
understand their employees and tolerate their failures. Second,
leaders should encourage their employees by emphasizing their
training and recognizing their achievements. Third, leaders
should treat employees fairly by considering their needs and
sharing benefits. In the current study, we adopted this definition
of inclusive leadership (Fang et al., 2019). In addition, the effects
of inclusive leadership are mainly reflected in the positivity level
of the individual, which has a significant and positive impact
on employees’ job adaptability, performance, and engagement
(Hirak et al., 2012; Choi et al., 2015; Randel et al., 2018).

As societal problems related to unemployment become more
prominent, people are striving to find sustainable careers (Iles,
1997). De Vos et al. (2018) conceptualized sustainable careers as
“sequences of career experiences reflected through a variety of
patterns of continuity over time, thereby crossing several social
spaces, characterized by individual agency, herewith providing
meaning to the individual.” On the basis of the findings of
Newman (2011), Chin et al. (2019), and Nagy et al. (2019),
defined career sustainability according to four dimensions:
flexibility, renewability, integration, and resourcefulness. In the
current study, we adopted this definition of career sustainability
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

(Chin et al., 2019). Because of conceptual vagueness, the relevant
literature on the antecedents and behavioral outcomes of career
sustainability remains scant (Akkermans and Kubasch, 2017;
Richardson et al., 2017; De Vos et al., 2018). Chin et al.
(2019) suggested that factors related to the four aforementioned
dimensions of career sustainability can be applied as antecedent
variables of career sustainability.

Leadership plays a crucial role in an employee’s career
(Clark and Harrison, 2018). Studies have indicated that positive
leader membership can more effectively attenuate the intent of
employees to quit (Waldman et al., 2015), whereas negative
leadership membership applies immense pressure on employees,
causing challenges in their careers (Maruping et al., 2015).
Therefore, we surmise that inclusive leadership defined by
positive relationships may have a significant and positive impact
on career sustainability. Specifically, inclusive leaders tolerate
employees’ opinions and temporary failures, consider their
personal value and long-term career development, and enhance
their career flexibility (Randel et al., 2018). In addition, inclusive
leaders emphasize employee development, provide training
opportunities for meeting changing occupational requirements,
and enhance career renewability (Chin et al., 2021). Furthermore,
inclusive leaders encourage employees to express opinions.
When the mission of an organization is aligned with the
will of individuals, career integration is enhanced (Marstand
et al., 2020). Finally, inclusive leaders emphasize creating a fair
organizational atmosphere and do not casually blame employees
for their mistakes. This behavior helps employees feel respected,
increases psychological resources (Abid et al., 2019), and reduces
the risk of unemployment caused by unfair practices within the
organization. Taken together, the aforementioned arguments lead
to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Inclusive leadership is positively correlated with
career sustainability.

Mediating Role of SDF
SDF refers to when a direct supervisor provides an employee with
valuable information conducive to learning and improvement
(Zhou, 2003). Few studies have investigated the antecedents of
SDF, and they have only indicated that employee voice behavior

can promote SDF (Sun and Zhang, 2019). Supervisors are a
critical channel of feedback, and employees often adjust their
behavior according to their supervisors’ evaluations (Harrison,
2018). Inclusive leadership encourages supervisors to develop
harmonious working relationships with their employees through
active listening and providing constructive feedback, which
strengthens relationships and enables employees to improve.
Research on SDF outcome variables has mainly focused on
the psychological cognition, behavior, and performance of
individuals. Specifically, SDF promotes the intrinsic motivation
to innovate (Cui and Yu, 2019) and be productive (Xu et al.,
2018) by emphasizing career goals. SDF emphasizes improving
skills and achieving goals, which are conducive to stimulating
employees’ interest in work, thereby increasing proactiveness,
job satisfaction, and performance (Sommer and Kulkarni, 2012;
Zheng et al., 2015; Eva et al., 2019).

According to self-determination theory, a person must
continuously satisfy three basic psychological needs throughout
life, namely autonomy, competence, and relatedness, to achieve
optimal functioning and continuously experience personal
growth (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Deci and Ryan, 2002, 2008). By
providing developmental feedback, inclusive leaders can update
and improve employees’ competence, thereby helping employees
to adapt to increasingly challenging work requirements caused
by the impact of technology and to find additional opportunities
for career development. SDF can also help supervisors and
employees establish a connection based on mutual respect, help
employees feel socially supported by others, and enhance the
social and positive psychological resources for employees’ career
development. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between inclusive leadership and
career sustainability is mediated by SDF.

Mediating Role of Thriving at Work
Spreitzer et al. (2005) defined thriving at work as “a psychological
state in which an individual experiences vitality and learning at
work” and was the first to introduce “thriving” in organizational
settings. Recently, numerous studies have explored the
antecedents of thriving at work in organizational contexts,
covering not only leadership style (Mortier et al., 2016;
Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Russo et al., 2018) and organizational
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justice (Abid et al., 2015) but also work characteristics such as
innovation and timely feedback (Liu et al., 2019), autonomous
decision-making (Liu and Bern-Klug, 2013), and challenging
pressure (Prem et al., 2017). Inclusive leadership advocates
mutual respect, common progress, and win–win cooperation
between leaders and followers. This type of dependent
relationship incorporates transformational, authentic, and
ethical leadership styles simultaneously (Fang, 2014). Principally,
employees feel acknowledged and recognized at work; therefore,
they are more willing to reciprocate by working hard to improve
themselves. In addition, openness and tolerance help individuals
feel independent, arousing their inner vitality.

An academic consensus has been established regarding the
predictive capacity of thriving at work for positive job outcomes
(Abid et al., 2019). For example, thriving employees are less
likely to leave their jobs (Abid et al., 2016b), miss work (Abid
et al., 2016a), burn out (Spreitzer et al., 2012), and perform
poorly (Elahi et al., 2019). Thriving at work promotes the
sustainable development of employees through psychological
and physiological benefits (Porath et al., 2012). That is, the
vitality produced by thriving at work increases employee
involvement in management behavior (Nelissen et al., 2017),
enhances cognition and problem-solving ability through learning
(Chin et al., 2020), and helps individuals determine whether
their work environment is conducive to career development
(Spreitzer et al., 2005), resulting in substantial adaptability in
the workplace (Jiang, 2017). When employees thrive at work,
they consume fewer psychological resources and higher thriving
at work (Hildenbrand et al., 2018), which ensures their healthy
physiological state, thereby creating a virtuous cycle that helps
individuals feel energetic and motivated to confront complex
challenges at work (Kark and Carmeli, 2009).

According to self-determination theory, when people are
internally motivated to complete tasks, they experience positive
emotions (Deci and Ryan, 2008). In addition, focusing on
internal desires, such as personal growth and a sense of belonging
and alliance, can more effectively fulfill people’s long-term
development needs than can focusing on external desires such
as money, reputation, and image (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004).
Inclusive leaders focus on employees’ sense of organizational
belonging and personal growth, respect their self-expression,
and devote themselves to internalizing employees’ external
motivation as a sustainable positive psychological state, thereby
achieving the goal of long-term cooperation and common
progress between themselves and employees. Thus, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between inclusive leadership and
career sustainability is mediated by thriving at work.

Serial Mediating Role of SDF and Thriving
at Work
Studies have confirmed that the timeliness of feedback has
a significant impact on employees’ sense of thriving at work
(Liu et al., 2019). According to social exchange theory, when
employees receive fair and sincere treatment and care from their
direct supervisors, they trust their supervisors more (Oparaocha,

2016; Tsai and Kang, 2019). Receiving more developmental
feedback from supervisors helps employees more easily establish
a relationship of mutual trust and increases the likelihood that
employees will make changes according to their supervisors’
suggestions, thus resulting in more learning behaviors. In
addition, social exchange provides a wide range of inputs
and emphasizes the exchange of social emotional resources
(Shore et al., 2006; Song et al., 2009; Wu and Lee, 2017;
Lin et al., 2019). Inclusive leadership highly emphasizes the
emotional support of employees. Developmental feedback from
supervisors is a positive emotional signal that expresses their
willingness to communicate with employees. These leadership
support behaviors are understood by employees as caring for and
investment in their social and emotional needs, thus generating a
sense of obligation to repay (Eisenberger et al., 2002; Nan, 2018;
Roch et al., 2019), which is represented by a higher degree of
vitality and work engagement. Thus, the following hypothesis
is proposed:

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between inclusive leadership and
career sustainability is serially mediated by SDF and thriving
at work.

METHODS

Sample
An online survey of employees was conducted using “wjx.cn”
(https://www.wjx.cn/), a popular and professional online survey
company in China (Jin et al., 2021). “wjx.cn” has developed
a database of over 2.6 million employees covering different
companies and industries in china, employees voluntarily filled
out the questionnaire through the link on the website. After
completing the questionnaire, they received a monetary reward
of a random amount (U 1-5). Previous research on Chinese
employees’ organizational behavior has also used “wjx.cn” as a
data collection tool (Ren et al., 2020). One data sample consisted
of a single questionnaire completed by one person. We received
385 questionnaires between August and November 2020, and
22 were excluded because they did not meet completeness and
normative requirements (Su et al., 2021). In total, 363 valid
questionnaires were obtained, a valid response rate of 94.28%.
Table 1 presents the demographic data of the participants.

Measures
The Inclusive Leadership (IL) scale developed by Fang et al.
(2019) contains 11 items, including “In my work, the leaders
actively ask my opinions and thoughts,” “The leaders treat us
equally and always adhere to certain commonly recognized
principles,” and “When employees make mistakes, the
leaders express emotional understanding and suggestions
for improvement.” We used this scale because it is consistent
with the design of our study.

The Supervisor Developmental Feedback (SDF) scale
developed by Zhou (2003) was also used because it is consistent
with the design of our study. The scale contains three items:
“While giving me feedback, my supervisor focuses on helping me
to learn and improve,” “My immediate supervisor never gives me
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TABLE 1 | Demographic data.

Characteristic Categories Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 158 43.5%

Female 205 56.5%

Age Under 30 years 148 40.8%

30–39 years 170 46.8%

40–49 years 39 10.7%

50–59 years 4 1.1%

60 years and over 2 0.6%

Education High school and below 12 3.3%

College 49 13.5%

Bachelor 252 69.4%

Master 47 12.9%

Doctor 3 0.8%

Length of employment Under 5 years 169 46.6%

5–9 years 136 37.5%

10–14 years 40 11%

15–19 years 9 2.5%

20 years and over 9 2.5%

Nature of enterprise State-owned enterprise 67 18.5%

Private enterprise 237 65.3%

Foreign capital enterprise 24 6.6%

Government-affiliated institutions 14 3.9%

Others 21 5.8%

developmental feedback,” and “My supervisor provides me with
useful information on how to improve my job performance.”

In addition, the thriving at work (TW) scale designed by
Porath et al. (2012) is a development feedback scale commonly
used in relevant research and has been proven to have high
reliability and validity. It measures thriving according to two
criteria: “I feel alive and vital” and “I feel alert and awake.”

The career sustainability (CS) scale developed by Chin et al.
(2020) is relatively new but is consistent with the design of our
study. It measures career sustainability according to the following
criteria: “My career makes me feel a bright future,” “My career
helps me develop my potential to complete the task,” and “My
career cultivates my ability to master different information.”

Research suggests that career sustainability is affected
by personal factors such as gender, education, length of
employment, and nature of work (Chin et al., 2020). Thus,
we applied these factors as control variables in our analysis
of career sustainability. In the questionnaire, for gender, the
male gender was encoded as 1 and the female gender as 0;
for education level, high school or below to doctorate were
scaled from 1 to 5; and for the length of employment and
nature of work, five categories scaled from 1 to 5 were included
for analysis.

Procedures
The respondents in the research indicated their intention to
participate in this study and completed the questionnaire
voluntarily. All the respondents were anonymous and agreed to

participate in the survey of this study in order to collect data.
The survey was conducted in Chinese. When conducting the
online survey, we explained the confidentiality of the survey
process. None of the questions involved confidential information,
and individual respondents completed the survey anonymously.
Therefore, all the respondents were voluntary and their personal
information and opinions were confidential and did not relate to
any sensitive issues.

Common Method Variance
Commonmethod variance is related to themeasurement method
and does not originate from the construct represented by the
measurement item itself (Williams and Anderson, 1994;Williams
and Brown, 1994; Podsakoff et al., 2003), possibly resulting in
measurement errors. To reduce common method variance, the
current study adopted two methods. First, for questionnaires, the
scale was paginated, and an appropriate rest time was provided
between answering each page. Thus, the resulting time difference
reduced the influence of commonmethod variance caused by the
same continuity scale (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Second, Harman’s
single-factor test was used to verify whether common method
variance occurred (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Exploratory factor
analysis indicated that the first factor explained only 41.794% of
the variance, which was lower than the 50% threshold (Shiau and
Luo, 2012). Therefore, no significant common method variance
was observed; it was within the acceptable range.

RESULTS

Measurement Model
SmartPLS 3.3.3 package was used to test the hypotheses in our
research model (Ringle et al., 2015). A measurement model
was employed to determine reliability, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity (Liang and Shiau, 2018; Shiau et al., 2020).
SEM–PLS was employed for the measurement and structural
model analysis mainly because it, compared with covariance-
based SEM, involves analyzing the complex relationships
between observed and latent variables. SEM–PLS has been widely
adopted for analysis in research on marketing management,
information management, organizational management, human
resources management, and tourismmanagement (Yang and Lin,
2014; Suen et al., 2019; Jin et al., 2021; Su et al., 2021).

For reliability, internal consistency was ensured by
determining the composite reliability of the constructs (Fornell
and Larcker, 1981). Cronbach’s α values for each dimension
ranged from 0.812 to 0.942 (SDF and IL, respectively), which
were higher than the recommended value of 0.7. Combined
reliability ranged from 0.889 to 0.950 (SDF and IL, respectively),
which were all higher than 0.8. In addition, the consistent partial
least squares (PLS) method was used to correct the estimate of
the measured structure with a new reliability coefficient, rho_A,
which ranged from 0.816 to 0.945 (SDF and IL, respectively).
These results confirm the high internal consistency of the
measurements (Dijkstra and Henseler, 2015; Hair et al., 2017,
2019).

In terms of convergent validity, the factor loadings of all
items were significant (>0.7). The average variance extracted
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TABLE 2 | Discriminant validity analysis (Fornell and Larcker).

Construct IL SDF TW CS

IL 0.797

SDF 0.463 0.853

TW 0.569 0.510 0.782

CS 0.582 0.374 0.545 0.772

IL, Inclusive Leadership; SDF, Supervisor Developmental Feedback; TW, Thriving at Work;

CS, Career Sustainability.

TABLE 3 | Discriminant validity analysis (HTMT).

Construct IL SDF TW CS

IL

SDF 0.525

TW 0.604 0.584

CS 0.614 0.423 0.579

IL, Inclusive Leadership; SDF, Supervisor Developmental Feedback; TW, Thriving at Work;

CS, Career Sustainability.

(AVE) values were higher than 0.5, ranging from 0.595 to 0.727
(IL and TW, respectively). Therefore, the convergent validity
of these measures was satisfactory. The discriminant validity
of the constructs was evaluated using the approach described
by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and the heterotrait–monotrait
(HTMT) method (Henseler et al., 2014). In the way of Fornell
and Larcker (1981), all square roots of the AVE values were
higher than all correlation coefficients, indicating the satisfactory
discriminant validity of the measures (Fornell and Larcker, 1981;
Chin and Marcoulides, 1998). Another way is, Henseler et al.
(2014) proposed the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio of
the correlations and suggested 0.90 as a threshold value for
structural models with constructs. In the current study, the values
ranged from 0.423 to 0.614, which indicated that discriminate
validity was established for all constructs of the model. The data
presented in Tables 2, 3 satisfy the two aforementioned criteria,
indicating high discriminant validity.

Henseler et al. (2014) introduced standardized root mean
squared residual (SRMR) as the square root of the sum of squared
differences between the model-implied and empirical correlation
matrix. A value lower than 0.10 is considered to denote a good
fit (Henseler et al., 2014). The SRMR in the current study was
0.045, indicating a favorable model. Regarding multicollinearity,
according Hair et al. (2017), value tolerance has a variance
inflation factor (VIF) value below 5.Table 4 presents all construct
VIF values ranging from 1.469 to 1.699, which indicate that the
results meet the requirements.

Structural Model
To test the hypotheses, the bootstrap resampling method
in SmartPLS was used to evaluate the PLS results, and
the responses were resampled 5,000 times (Hair et al.,
2017). Table 5 presents the results. The overall R2 value
was 0.418, and the results support hypotheses H1, H3,

and H4. The results suggest that inclusive leadership had
a positive effect on career sustainability (H1). In addition,
the mediating role of thriving at work in the relationship
between inclusive leadership and career sustainability was
verified (H2), but the mediating role of SDF was not verified.
Furthermore, the relationship between inclusive leadership style
and career sustainability was serial-mediated by SDF and
thriving at work (H4). Figure 2 presents PLS results of the
research model.

DISCUSSION

Implications for Theories
Most relevant studies on the antecedents of career sustainability
are qualitative studies conducted from the perspective
of individuals (Herman and Lewis, 2012; Baldridge and
Kulkarni, 2017). Only one study explored the antecedents of
career sustainability in terms of the organizational context
(Tordera et al., 2020). We consider the organizational
context and individual characteristics to be essential to
career sustainability, and our findings support this. To a
certain extent, we explored the interaction influence between
inclusive leadership, SDF (organizational situations), and
thriving at work (individual psychological characteristics)
on career sustainability. The current study elucidated the
antecedent variables of career sustainability at individual and
organizational levels and confirmed the theoretical inferences
of Chin et al. (2019) on the antecedent variables of career
sustainability in terms of flexibility, renewability, integration,
and resourcefulness.

In addition, the current study expands applications for
the theory of inclusiveness and sustainability in terms of
organizational behavior. The relevant literature has revealed the
crucial role of inclusiveness in sustainable economic growth,
ecological sustainability, and sustainable urban development,
but few studies have been examined organizational behavior.
The current study innovatively introduces the concepts of
inclusiveness and sustainability into organizational behavior,
further confirming the inseparable relationship between
inclusiveness and sustainability. The application of inclusiveness
in organizational behavior is mainly reflected in leadership.
The impact of inclusive leadership on employee creativity,
performance, and turnover rate (Fang, 2014; Randel et al.,
2018; Zheng et al., 2018; Javed et al., 2019; Kim and Moon,
2019; Ye et al., 2019) has been widely acknowledged, but
research on sustainability in organizational behavior is mainly
reflected in sustainable human resource management (Ren
et al., 2017). Studies have identified a positive relationship
between leadership and green human resource management
(GHRM) (Jia et al., 2018), and the relationship between
inclusive leadership and GHRM should be explored in
future studies.

Furthermore, in terms of the cross-disciplinary aspects
of management and psychology, we revealed a mediating
role of SDF and thriving at work. Specifically, we found
that the relationship between inclusive leadership and career
sustainability was not separately mediated by SDF but rather
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TABLE 4 | Confirmatory factor analysis results for the measured variables.

Construct Items Factor loading α rho_A CR AVE VIF

Inclusive Leadership (IL) IL1 0.792 0.942 0.945 0.950 0.635 1.595

IL2 0.812

IL3 0.807

IL4 0.792

IL5 0.804

IL6 0.754

IL7 0.748

IL8 0.768

IL9 0.814

IL10 0.845

IL11 0.824

Supervisor Developmental Feedback (SDF) SDF1 0.822 0.812 0.816 0.889 0.727 1.469

SDF2 0.862

SDF3 0.874

Thriving at Work (TW) TW1 0.794 0.929 0.929 0.940 0.611 1.699

TW2 0.79

TW3 0.766

TW4 0.780

TW5 0.773

TW6 0.769

TW7 0.809

TW8 0.755

TW9 0.769

TW10 0.811

Career Sustainability (CS) CS1 0.719 0.938 0.939 0.946 0.595 DV

CS2 0.805

CS3 0.783

CS4 0.769

CS5 0.769

CS6 0.767

CS7 0.761

CS8 0.77

CS9 0.787

CS10 0.793

CS11 0.775

CS12 0.757

IL, Inclusive Leadership; SDF, Supervisor Developmental Feedback; TW, Thriving at Work; CS, Career Sustainability.

TABLE 5 | Results of the serial mediation test.

Indirect effect Effect SE T-value P-value Result

Total indirect effect 0.181 0.065 2.774 0.006 Significant

Path 1: IL→ SDF→ CS 0.016 0.027 2.567 0.557 Not significant

Path 2: IL→ TW→ CS 0.123 0.048 3.763 0.011 Significant

Path 3: IL→ SDF→ TW→ CS 0.042 0.013 3.179 0.002 Significant

serially mediated through thriving at work. This may be because
in the long term, career sustainability is easily affected by external
environments, and employees generally have a subjective plan
for their careers; therefore, developmental feedback does not

considerably influence career sustainability through cognition
ways. However, SDF can construct an image of organizational
support for employees to reference in numerous challenging
future work scenarios (Blustein, 2011). Currently, few studies
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FIGURE 2 | PLS results of the research model.

have been conducted on SDF, and they have mainly focused on
outcome variables. To a certain extent, the current study extends
the research on the antecedents and outcome variables of SDF.
Studies on thriving first appeared in the psychology research field.
Recently, an increasing number of studies on thriving have been
conducted in the management research field. However, some
scholars believe that the roles of leadership (Paterson et al., 2013)
and personal characteristics in the promotion of thriving (Nawaz
et al., 2018) are insufficiently studied. This paper identifies the
positive impact of inclusive leadership on thriving at work and
further confirms the conclusions of Zeng et al. (2020).

Implications for Practice
First, enterprises should cultivate inclusive leadership. The
impact of inclusion on sustainability has been widely recognized,
and enterprises should recognize the positive role of the inclusive
leadership style in developing career sustainability. Specifically,
leaders should be receptive to employees and tolerate their
mistakes with encouragement and support. In addition, leaders
should respect and recognize their employees, focus on employee
development, and praise employees for their achievements,
rather than envy them. Moreover, leaders should consider the
needs of employees, treat them fairly and justly, and share
benefits with them.

Second, developmental feedback should be effectively utilized.
Feedback has been widely used in enterprises as an effective
management tool. Constructing effective feedback has always
been the focus of academic and practical discussions (Li et al.,
2011). As mentioned, we found that the role of SDF in
career sustainability is mainly reflected on the psychological
level. Therefore, we suggest that when providing developmental
feedback to employees, performance and instrumental guidance
should be minimized; rather, psychological support should

be emphasized, and employees’ internal motivation should be
promoted by satisfying their needs for autonomy, a sense of
belonging, and competency.

Third, enterprises should actively emphasize the psychological
state of their employees. Human sustainability is the basis of
career sustainability, and healthy psychological and physiological
conditions are the basis of human sustainability. Numerous
studies have identified a close relationship between the mental
state and physical health (Spreitzer et al., 2012). However, most
enterprises have focused on performance and have neglected the
mental state of their employees. Because of the crucial role of the
positive mental state in career sustainability, managers must fully
understand the psychological needs of their employees and must
effectively respond to changes in their mental states by promoting
thriving at work. Maintaining employees’ energy and enthusiasm
for learning can be achieved by creating an atmosphere of trust
and respect as well as by providing employees with healthy
interactions and positive emotional resources.

Limitations and Future Directions
First, cross-sectional data were adopted in the current study,
and each questionnaire was completed by employees themselves;
therefore, accurately and rigorously measuring the causal
relationship between variables is difficult. Future studies
should consider further reducing measurement errors by
issuing questionnaires at different time points and from
different sources or by enhancing the control variables during
experimental research.

Second, the sample population mainly consisted of employees
from Chinese enterprises. In the future, the sample population
can include individuals from various countries and industries. A
cross-layer research method can also be adopted to improve the
accuracy and external validity of the data.
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Third, the current study only explored one of the ways
that inclusive leadership can have a positive influence on
career sustainability. Other influences paths may have not
been discovered.

Finally, the differences in individual personality
characteristics of employees may also affect the significance
of the study. In the future, moderating variables can be
added to explore the establishment boundary of the serial
mediating effect.

CONCLUSIONS

Research has revealed that inclusive leadership plays a crucial
role in promoting the career sustainability of employees. We
further investigated the serial mediating effect of SDF and
thriving at work in terms of cross-level interactions between
individual characteristics and organizational contexts. Therefore,
the serial mediating effect helped us identify the key factors
of career sustainability and improved our understanding of
how enterprises can fully apply these factors to improve
career sustainability. More importantly, the results may help
researchers outside China conduct similar studies and explore
the adaptability of the research in different cultural contexts.
In general, sustainability has become the focus of global
practice and academia. Individual sustainable development is
the original source of sustainable development in society and
among enterprises; therefore, leaders must understand how to
achieve corporate sustainability by helping employees improve
their career sustainability. Based on valuable empirical evidence,
a feasible approach was identified, which can be applied by

enterprises. Furthermore, this paper indicates how enterprises
can more effectively fulfill their social responsibilities and echoes
the common pursuit of humans for the sustainable development
of society.
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Humor studies are increasingly prevalent in workplace and leadership domains, it has
shown significant development in the last 40 years. The multifaceted nature of humor
means varied definitions and diverse measurement approaches have been approved. As
a result, research methodologies and findings are not easily clarified, and have not been
synthesized. The aim of this scoping review was to review the existing body of literature
relevant to humor in workplace leadership to identify key research areas, methodologies
used, guiding theoretical frameworks, and gaps that are persisting over the last 40 years.
Using qualitative review methods, four key themes in the research emerged relating to:
(1) humor styles and outcomes; (2) humor as communication and discursive resource;
(3) variables in the humor and leadership relationship; and (4) cultural context. This
review demonstrates significant research progress on the topic of humor in workplace
leadership. Research progress and gaps are discussed based on five key questions.
Future research directions are outlined and discussed.

Keywords: humor, leadership, workplace, communication, cultural context

INTRODUCTION

“A little humor is good for the soul”
Richard Branson

“A sense of humor is part of the art of leadership, of getting along with people, of getting things done.”
Dwight Eisenhower

Humor studies are well established in disciplines such as linguistics and social science (Robert
and Yan, 2007; Wijewardena et al., 2017). Since Malone (1980) postulated the cases for and against
humor in the workplace, a growing body of literature started to emerge in business management,
leadership and organizational psychology (Decker and Rotondo, 1999; Scheel and Gockel, 2017).
These studies indicate the positive influence humor has on a range of desirable organizational
outcomes, such as group cohesiveness (Holmes and Marra, 2006), team performance (Mao et al.,
2017), employee resilience and coping (Vetter and Gockel, 2016), citizenship behaviors (Tremblay
and Gibson, 2016; Tremblay, 2017), and leadership effectiveness (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012). In
particular, humor in leadership has attracted an increased amount of empirical research in recent
years (Cooper et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2019), as leadership is a key element of organizational
effectiveness and business success. Given its social and commercial value, leader traits, leadership
competencies and leadership styles have been extensively studied to enhance understanding of the
core makeup of a good leader and what constitutes effective leadership (Avolio, 2011). Anecdotally,
humor has long been recognized as a desirable trait for leaders and an effective leadership tool
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that is underutilized (Malone, 1980; Duncan, 1982; Vecchio et al.,
2009). However, the challenge of studying humor in leadership
begins with the definition of humor being fluid and as a result, it
is difficult to assess the construct directly.

Eisenhower was a leader of military and political arenas,
yet his quote is recognized in both the popular and academic
literature (Bacharach, 2013). From a leadership perspective,
appropriate humor use may help leaders to project confidence
and competence (RISE, 2016; Bitterly et al., 2017). A Robert
Half (2017) survey found that 84% of executives believe that
people with a good sense of humor do a better job. From a
leadership outcomes perspective, humor can relieve tension,
build trust, boost morale, facilitate leaders to build a better
relationship with others at work, foster a positive workplace
culture, and increase productivity (Holmes and Marra, 2006;
Smith, 2013). Investigating the relationship between humor and
leadership may help to identify the positive effects and elicit the
conditions whereby humor may detract from leadership
effectiveness (Buchanan, 2018). Early researchers and
popular authors have cautioned that humor is a double-
edged sword (Malone, 1980), and that its effect varies
in different situations (Duncan, 1982). While researchers
have acknowledged the need for further research to understand
how humor and leadership interact, empirical evidence
remains limited (Vecchio et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2017).

The outcomes and effects of leadership should be reviewed
with a contextual lens (Hiller et al., 2011). Leadership in military
organizations, sport clubs, leadership for political or social causes
are likely to produce different effects and outcomes to leadership
in traditional work organizations due to the differences in
contextual demands (Goh, 2009; Liden and Antonakis, 2009;
Larsson and Vinberg, 2010; Barling, 2014; Ospina, 2017). In
order to preserve the internal consistencies of this review, the
scope of leadership is limited to workplace leadership, and
the specific inclusion and exclusion criteria are discussed in
“Methods” section.

There is a recent review on leader humor by Kong et al.
(2019). The meta-analysis reviewed 34 quantitative studies, the
authors compared the effect of leader trait humor vs. leader
humor expression on a range of follower outcome variables.
It was found that leader humor expression has a stronger
association with follower outcomes compared with leader trait
humor. However, trait vs. behavioral humor in leaders represents
only one specific area of humor in leadership research, there
are many other themes of studies, which will be outlined in
the present scoping review. An earlier meta-analysis of positive
humor in the workplace (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012) was also
identified. The authors reviewed 49 studies of positive humor
use in the workplace and found that a positive sense of humor
is associated with good physical and mental health, buffers
workplace stress and promotes effective workplace functioning. It
did not specifically focus on humor in leadership, or the negative
aspects of humor.

The rationale for this review is to provide a more
comprehensive overview of the research landscape, map the
key concepts studied, main themes of evidence available on
the topic of humor in workplace leadership, which is currently

unavailable in the literature. As a result, a scoping review is
adopted over a systematic review and meta-analysis. Similar to
systematic reviews, scoping reviews follow a rigorous, systematic
literature search and identification process; however, unlike
systematic reviews, scoping reviews do not analyze data to answer
a narrow research question, instead they are exploratory in nature
(Colquhoun et al., 2014; Lockwood and Tricco, 2020), and can be
used to identify specific research questions for future systematic
reviews (Pham et al., 2014). A scoping review is particularly
relevant to the topic of humor in workplace leadership, because
the topic is heterogeneous, and has not been extensively reviewed.
Both quantitative and qualitative studies, as well as theoretical
papers are included in the review. The specific aim of this scoping
review was to systematically search the literature on “humor in
workplace leadership,” to:

1. Map the key concepts and methodologies used in studying
the topic, the themes of evidence, guiding theoretical
frameworks and propositions.

2. Review and synthesize progress made in the last 40 years,
map out the key progresses and identify challenges and
gaps that still persist.

3. Make recommendations for future research directions and
specific research questions that can be used to guide future
systematic reviews.

METHODS

This scoping review adopted the framework developed by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005) for systematic search and reporting.
The framework outlines an iterative five-stage process of:
(1) identifying the research question, (2) identifying relevant
studies, (3) study selection, (4) charting the data, (5) collating,
summarizing and reporting the results. This review also
incorporated several recommendations proposed by Levac et al.
(2010) that aimed to clarify and enhance the methodology.
Specifically, the stage five recommendation was adopted whereby
the process of reporting results was further broken down into
three steps: analysis, reporting the results, and considering the
meaning of the findings as they relate to the overall study purpose.
The results were analyzed and synthesized using Braun and
Clarke (2006)’s thematic analysis approach to formulate themes
and sub-themes of the current literature. The method is described
here in terms of the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework.

Step 1: Identifying the Research
Question
The research questions were constructed based on the aims of this
review, specifically:

1. What topics have been the focus of empirical research in
relation to humor and workplace leadership?

2. What has previously been established in relation to the
function and effect of humor in workplace leadership?

3. What challenges and gaps exist in current humor and
workplace leadership research and what are the key
priorities that should guide future studies?
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Step 2: Identifying Relevant Studies
A preliminary search strategy was developed to identify peer-
reviewed studies related to humor in workplace leadership.
Two key concepts, humor and leadership were initially used as
search terms and trialed with the PsycINFO database, the largest
electronic database of peer-reviewed literature in behavioral
science and mental health. The search results were then used to
further develop and refine the search strategy, including the use
of Boolean searching techniques, a title and abstract search, and
thesaurus terms used in the database. Workplace was identified
as a third key concept and “Work∗” was used in a further
search strategy to contain the review to workplace settings.
However, this significantly reduced the number of identified
papers. Following a discussion among the research team it was
agreed that the original two key concepts (humor and leadership)
should be used in the search strategy and that during the study
selection stage, articles that were not workplace related would be
excluded. A description of the final search strategy applied to the
PsycINFO database and the number of identified articles at each
stage of the search are detailed in Table 1.

This search strategy was then applied to three additional
relevant databases: Business Source Complete, Cumulative Index
to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL) Complete,
and Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection. The search
results for each database are listed in Table 2. The search process
concluded at the end of May 2020, articles that are published or
indexed post May 2020 are not included in this scoping review.

Gray literature was excluded in the search for this review
because the intent was to restrict the review to peer-reviewed,
academic papers. In addition, an initial search of the gray
literature indicated a vast amount of material available and

TABLE 1 | PsycINFO database search strategy.

Step Search terms Results

S1 TI humor OR AB humor 8,359

S2 TI wit OR AB wit 1,059

S3 TI funny OR AB funny 947

S4 DE humor 4,686

S5 S1 OR S2 OR S3 OR S4 10,324

S6 TI leader* OR AB leader* 95,873

S7 DE leadership 36,674

S8 S6 OR S7 99,592

S9 S5 AND S8 279

TI, title search; AB, abstract search; DE, thesaurus search of indexed terms. Both
humor and humor were used in the search but returned the same results. Leader*
indicates a wild card search for ‘leader’ terms (e.g., leadership).

TABLE 2 | Databases search results.

Databases Results

Business source complete 458

CINAHL complete 78

PsycINFO 279

Psychology and behavioral sciences collection 33

Total 818

in diverse forms, such as videos, periodicals and blogs. As a
result, the feasibility of the study was prioritized (Levac et al.,
2010), to focus on the peer reviewed academic literature only.
A hand search of the reference lists of the identified articles
was carried out progressively during the study screening and
selection process.

Step 3: Study Selection
The study selection process included a recommendation by Levac
et al. (2010), that this stage should be considered an iterative
process. The study inclusion and exclusion criteria presented in
Table 3 were developed as the titles and abstracts were reviewed,
and further refined as full articles were reviewed.

A scan of the titles following the search revealed that a large
number of identified articles were tributes, in memoriam, or
obituaries, and these were excluded along with duplicates in the
initial study selection process. In addition, non-English language
articles were excluded. A review of the abstracts found that some
studies had been conducted in schools or colleges investigating
how humor effects lectures. These studies were excluded based on
the context not being a typical workplace and the research focus
not relating to leadership.

Following full-text review of the remaining articles, it was
apparent that a large proportion of articles were either missing
leadership or humor as key concepts. For example, some
articles focused on humor and general team dynamics or group
effectiveness in the workplace, rather than leadership specifically.
Other articles focused on laughter, teasing, or ostracizing, which
are related to humor, but only represent one aspect of humor.
Articles that did not have both leadership and humor as
components of the research were excluded from this review.
Table 3 summarizes the complete inclusion and exclusion criteria
used in this review.

The systematic search process identified 818 articles using
the search strategy. The PRISMA diagram in Figure 1 illustrates
the study screening and selection processes, resulting in the 62
studies included in the review.

Step 4: Charting the Data
A data charting form (see Supplementary File) was developed
to capture key information from the selected studies. Final data
extracted from each study included: author, year of publication,
study origin, purpose of study, participants, research type, and
instruments used. There was also contextual information about
the themes and the function or effect of humor for each study.
The number of articles included each year is illustrated in
Figure 2 and shows increased attention to the topic of humor and
workplace leadership, particularly since 2016.

Step 5: Collating, Summarizing, and
Reporting Results
In order to identify the key themes of the studies included in
this review, the data extracted and collated in the charting form
were analyzed using thematic analysis. Following Braun and
Clarke’s thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006),
the coding process started with identifying the key concepts from
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TABLE 3 | Inclusion and exclusion criteria for article selection.

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Type of publication Peer-reviewed journal articles Tributes, in memoriam, or obituaries; editorials, magazine inserts, book
reviews, or any gray literature

Language English Non-English

Research

Time period Not specified for journal articles and dissertations None

Literature focus Articles with both “humor” and “leadership” as main concepts and
conducted in a workplace setting

Articles that did not focus on either concept; or Articles focused on only
one of the two key concepts; or Context not a typical workplace (e.g.,
school, college, or military unit)

Participants Members of an organization, including corporate, NFP or government
entities

Students (primary, secondary or tertiary), patients, military cadets,
athletes from a sports club

FIGURE 1 | PRISMA flow diagram for searching and screening results.

the purpose of the study and reviewing the keywords of each
study, the key concepts and keywords were grouped during the
screening process, particularly abstract and full-text screenings.

These groups of key concepts and keywords were then used to
categorize studies by themes and subthemes. With this method,
multiple themes may be coded to one study.
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FIGURE 2 | The number of peer-reviewed publications related to humor and workplace leadership. Trend line represents moving average. 2019 figure does not
represent the full calendar year.

Three research aims were proposed in this scoping review that
focused on identifying methodologies and guiding theoretical
frameworks, reviewing and synthesizing the last 40 years of
research and identifying key challenges, gaps, and making
recommendations for future research directions. The following
section reports on the findings of the scoping review and
discusses the findings against each research aim.

RESULTS

Overview of Methods and Theories
A summary of the 62 studies included in this review can
be found in Supplementary File. Around 40% of the studies
originated from the United States. The first study outside of
North America was from New Zealand in 2006 (Holmes and
Marra, 2006), and the first Australian study was published in 2017
(Wijewardena et al., 2017).

Of the studies included in this review, there was one meta-
analysis focused on positive humor use in the workplace
(Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012), and one meta-analysis focused on
leader trait humor vs. humor expression (Kong et al., 2019). As
briefly mentioned in the introduction, the two reviews address
different segments of this research area, though the overall
research landscape remains uncharted.

Seven qualitative studies are included in this review, two of
which used recordings from the Wellington Language in the
Workplace Project (LWP) (Holmes and Marra, 2006; Schnurr,
2008). All seven qualitative studies used discourse analysis
of meeting recordings and transcripts to demonstrate how
humor can be used as a communication and discursive strategy
to build rapport (Petraki and Ramayanti, 2018), construct

leadership identity (Holmes and Marra, 2006; Välikangas and
Tienari, 2018), and styles or to negotiate and establish power
(Holmes and Marra, 2006; Rogerson-Revell, 2007, 2011; Schnurr,
2008; Watson and Drew, 2017). Six of the seven studies used
conversation interactions between leaders and their followers,
one study interviewed CEOs only (Välikangas and Tienari, 2018).
There were 44 quantitative studies, of which 17 used the Humor
Style Questionnaire (Martin et al., 2003) or part thereof, to
assess leader humor use. Other humor measures used include
the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS) by Thorson
and Powell (1993), and a five-item scale developed by Avolio
et al. (1999) to assess leaders’ positive humor use frequency, based
on previous work by Howell and Avolio (1988) and Dubinsky
et al. (1995). The most common assessment approach of the
quantitative studies in this review was to survey employees only
in relation to leader humor (for example Pundt and Herrmann,
2015; Goswami et al., 2016). Twelve of the 44 quantitative
studies used employee and leader dyadic pairs to assess leader
humor (for example Avolio et al., 1999; Vecchio et al., 2009;
Wisse and Rietzschel, 2014; Robert et al., 2016). Only one
study investigated the effect of humor on leadership emergence,
leadership as a process of influence (Watson and Drew, 2017).
A majority of the quantitative studies adopted a cross-sectional
approach, and three studies included experiential elements. The
experiential interventions included cultural priming (Yue et al.,
2016), temporary accessibility of participants’ moral identities
(Yam et al., 2019), and manipulations of humor success or failure
(Bitterly et al., 2017).

The theoretical basis of the humor studies included
cognitive based theories: incongruity theory, relief theory,
benign violation theory, and superiority theory. Several studies
provided comprehensive summaries of these humor theories, for
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example Rogerson-Revell (2007) and Cooper (2008). Emotional
based theories relating to humor were also used including
affective event theory (AET) and emotional contagion theory. For
example, Goswami et al. (2016) proposed that humor use leads
to affective events, and according to AET these affective events
trigger emotions and moods critical to workplace behaviors
such as job attitude. C. D. Cooper et al. (2018) integrated three
individual-resource-related theories: social exchange theory,
conservation of resources theory, and broaden-and-build theory
to argue that humor is a key interpersonal resource. However,
Trif and Fodor (2019) used the Job Demands-Resources Model
(JD-R) to demonstrate that aggressive humor in the workplace is
a demand rather than a resource. The most referenced leadership
theory (14.5%) was the full range leadership model consisting
of: transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership
styles (Avolio et al., 1999; Avolio, 2011). The relationship-based
theory leader-member exchange (LMX) was also adopted by
several studies (Wisse and Rietzschel, 2014; Robert et al., 2016;
Pundt and Venz, 2017; Wijewardena et al., 2017).

Four articles included in this review were not empirical
studies but provided specific insights about humor in
workplace leadership. For example, Vetter and Gockel
(2016) presented the role of humor during organizational
change, focused on three facets of the change process:
coping with change; resisting the change; and leading the
change. Five studies included in this review offered new
theoretical propositions. For example, the relational process
model by Cooper (2008) explains how humor operates to
affect relationships in the workplace and the wheel model
of humor by Robert and Wilbanks (2012) proposes that
humor helps to initiate and perpetuate a cycle of individual
and social-level positive affect. While both models have
relevant components to workplace leadership, neither is
specific for workplace leadership. The levels of analysis issue
(Yammarino et al., 2005) is prevalent in the studies reviewed,
theories that clearly define cross level relationships and model
interactions are needed.

The overview demonstrated the studies on humor in
leadership are heterogeneous and lack theoretical frameworks,
which confirms the rationale for this scoping review.
Investigating humor, as a phenomenon rooted in linguistics and
discourse, qualitative approaches have especially relevant value
(Litosseliti, 2018). The language used in workplace leadership
may have unique characteristics compared with other contexts
(Pondy, 1989; Seemiller and Murray, 2013), as such, a deductive
approach with existing scales may not adequately detect the
distinctiveness of humor used in a workplace leadership context.
As a developing area of study, more qualitative exploratory
studies, and narrative reviews that can synthesize the findings
of these exploratory studies are needed. These studies will also
facilitate theory development that are grounded in evidence.

Key Challenges
Definitions
Scholars in humor studies tend to agree that humor has
many facets, functions and styles (Martin et al., 2003;

Romero and Cruthirds, 2006; Robert and Yan, 2007; Murata,
2014; Yang et al., 2017). In addition, various definitions of humor
exist reflecting different academic perspectives (Wijewardena
et al., 2017). Some view humor as a personality trait, describing
it as “a way of looking at the world” (Thorson and Powell,
1993, p. 13). This results in the individual having a positive
cheerful attitude or a habitual behavior pattern characterized by
laughing frequently, and a tendency to joke with or amuse others
(Martin et al., 2003; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012). Others view
humor as a social phenomenon (Decker and Rotondo, 2001;
Cooper, 2008; Robert and Wilbanks, 2012), a communication
process shared between individuals (Lynch, 2002). From this
perspective, humor is a skill that can be learned and developed
until competent (Yang et al., 2017). Mesmer-Magnus et al. (2012)
highlighted that researchers use the term “sense of humor” and
“humor” interchangeably. Martin et al. (2003) summarized the
conceptualization of “sense of humor” as a cognitive ability,
an aesthetic response, a habitual behavior pattern, a trait, an
attitude, coping strategy or defense mechanism. Most researchers
are aligned in viewing “sense of humor” as “a personality trait
that enables a person to recognize and use successful humor as
a coping mechanism for social communication or interactions”
(Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012, p. 158).

Although these definitions encapsulate different aspects of
humor, the utility of these definitions is limited, because they
are a mixture of the dispositions, expressions, the functions
and the operations of humor. These broad definitions cannot
be operationalized into functional measuring instruments
that facilitate quantitative investigations, nor can they
sufficiently differentiate humor from similar concepts such
as optimism or charisma.

In the workplace domain, there are also various definitions of
humor. Romero and Cruthirds (2006, p. 59) defined humor as
“amusing communications that produce positive emotions and
cognitions in the individual, group, or organization.” Holmes
and Marra (2006, p. 133) stated humor as “one valuable
strategic resource in workplace discourse which leaders can
choose to use where appropriate.” Wijewardena et al. (2017,
p. 1318) used the term “managerial humor” and defined it
as “any form of intentional and amusing communication,
both formal and informal, that is created by the manager
for the employee.” In proposing the wheel model of humor,
Robert and Wilbanks (2012, p. 1072) defined a “humor event”
as “discrete social behaviors that a producer intentionally
creates for an audience that influences audience positive
affect.”

These definitions are descriptive, characterized by conditions
that may restrict the humor concept in workplace and leadership
studies. For example, in the definition by Romero and Cruthirds
(2006, p. 59) humor that produces negative emotions and
cognitions is excluded; in Wijewardena et al. (2017, p. 1318)
definition, unintentional humor is excluded; and the definition
by Robert and Wilbanks (2012, p. 1072) excluded both negative
and unintentional humor. These narrow definitions may be
convenient for research, but could unwittingly skew the findings,
leading to biased conclusions and potentially compounding the
replication crisis in psychology (Lurquin and Miyake, 2017).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 610795138

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-610795 July 21, 2021 Time: 17:27 # 7

Rosenberg et al. Humor in Leadership

Some researchers do not offer a definition of humor but
instead use observations to define the construct, particularly
in qualitative studies (Cooper, 2008). For example, Rogerson-
Revell (2011) used auditory and verbal cues, such as laughter,
to identify humor episodes in the recordings of meetings used
for data analysis.

The use of laughter in humor studies is problematic in
distinguishing the effect of humor from the effect of mere
laughter, as the two constructs are closely related but conceptually
different. Also, laughter is not a reliable cue for humor, as it can
be evoked by nervousness or embarrassment rather than humor
(Ruch and Ekman, 2001). A definition of humor in workplace
leadership studies should consider the unique workplace context
and leader/member relationships. The definition also needs to be
broad enough to capture the full range of humor types, styles and
outcomes, so the effects of humor, both positive and negative can
be examined in the workplace leadership context.

Similar to humor, leadership also has its challenges in
definition (Day and Antonakis, 2012; Yukl, 2013), and how it
differs from management (Kotterman, 2006; Antonakis and Day,
2017). For example, both leadership and management describe
a position or a behavior, a manager can show leadership, and
at times, leaders need to perform management tasks. Although
theoretically, researchers or leadership professionals attempt to
differentiate leadership and management (Kotterman, 2006),
practically, the differences are rarely reinforced in empirical
leadership studies. This is reflected in the authors’ observations
of the recruitment of participants in leadership studies, which
appear to be largely based on organizational positions, or
self-identification of role, rather than a selection tool that
differentiates leaders from managers. In other words, many
of the empirical leadership studies are non-discriminant of
leaders vs. managers.

Measurements
The diverse definitions of humor have contributed to the
challenge of analysis. Martin et al. (2003) summarized the range
of self-report measures that focus on certain aspects of humor.
For example, the Situational Humor Response Questionnaire
(SHRQ), assesses the degree to which individuals smile and laugh
in a wide variety of situations (Martin and Lefcourt, 1984); the
Coping Humor Scale (CHS), assesses how humor is used as a
coping strategy (Martin, 1996); the Sense of Humor Questionnaire
(SHQ) assesses how individuals notice and enjoy humor (Svebak,
1996). Martin et al. (2003) also developed the Humor Styles
Questionnaire (HSQ), which assesses four dimensions relating
to different uses or functions of humor. This measurement tool
has been widely used in workplace humor studies as it provides
a common framework for researchers to analyze the various
organizational outcomes that are associated with the different
types of humor (Pundt and Herrmann, 2015; Kim et al., 2016;
Robert et al., 2016; Tremblay and Gibson, 2016).

Despite its popularity, the HSQ has similar issues to that which
Martin criticized of the early measures. It is a measurement of
humor styles, and categorized by its functions: affiliative, self-
enhancing, aggressive and self-defeating. All the instruments,
including SHRQ, CHS, and SHQ, are self-reporting measures

without the necessary control for social desirability bias or
unconscious biases stemming from different levels of self-
awareness. Also, SHRQ, CHS, and SHQ are developed for
the purpose of stress-buffering effects of humor, one of many
potential outcomes of humor. Therefore, in order to further the
research of humor in leadership, instruments that are fit for
purpose need to be developed, specifically for the context of
workplace leadership.

The measures for leadership are predominantly at individual
and dyadic levels. Similar to the proxy construct used
for humor, leadership is often operationalized as different
leadership styles, for example, transformational leadership
(Avolio et al., 1999; Goswami et al., 2016), ethical leadership
(Valle et al., 2018). Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) is used
to measure dyadic relationship (Pundt and Herrmann, 2015;
Wijewardena et al., 2017).

Key Themes
Based on the research focus of the studies included in this review,
this section reports and discuss the key themes identified. The
research synthesis using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic
analysis approach identified four key themes: (1) the effect of
humor style on individual and organizational outcomes; (2)
humor as a communication tool and discursive resource; (3)
the moderator and boundary conditions of effective humor use
by leaders; and (4) cultural influence on humor perception and
experience. The four key themes and relevant sub-themes are
shown in Table 4 and outlined in detail below.

Humor Styles and Outcomes
There was general agreement across the studies that humor is
a complex construct with many dimensions and is therefore
difficult to define (Martin et al., 2003; Robert and Yan, 2007;
Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012). Humor styles, however, could
be more objectively determined based on the functions or
outcomes of the humor experience, therefore providing an easier
construct for researchers to assess in the quantitative studies.
The framework most commonly used was the one developed
by Martin et al. (2003). This framework initially categorizes
individual humor use by assessing the extent to which humor
use is adaptive or maladaptive to wellbeing. Two categories
based on the target direction of the humor use, either inwardly
or interpersonally, are then differentiated into four humor
types: (1) the interpersonal adaptive style (affiliative humor);
(2) the inwardly adaptive style (self-enhancing humor); (3)
the interpersonal maladaptive style (aggressive humor); and 4)
the inwardly maladaptive style (self-defeating humor) (Martin
et al., 2003). Figure 3 provides an illustrated summary of the
outcome variables of the 9 studies reviewed that investigated
different humor styles.

Adaptive or positive humor styles appear to have attracted
greater attention from researchers perhaps because they are
associated with desirable workplace outcomes. The key findings
of studies related to positive humor use were summarized in the
meta-analysis by Mesmer-Magnus et al. (2012). An examination
of the 49 independent studies (n = 8,532) in this meta-analysis
found that positive humor use by leaders was associated with

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 610795139

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-610795 July 21, 2021 Time: 17:27 # 8

Rosenberg et al. Humor in Leadership

TABLE 4 | Summary of themes and subthemes.

Theme Subthemes

Humor styles and outcomes Effect on individual outcomes (e.g., attitude, satisfaction, stress-buffering, positive emotions,
psychological capital and wellbeing)

Effect on leadership outcomes (e.g., LMX, power, trust, perception of leader effectiveness)

Effect on Organizational outcomes (e.g., Employee engagement and performance, citizenship behaviors,
creative and innovative, and inclusive culture)

Humor as a communication tool and discursive resource To create team, by establishing solidarity and cohesion of a group

To control power distance between leader and follower

To “save face,” minimize the impact of negative messages

To relax atmosphere and cultivate creativity and innovation

Variabilities in humor and leadership relationship Trust

Gender

Appropriateness

Leadership styles

Personal preferences

Cultural context Cross-cultural differences

Intercultural factors

enhanced work performance (Vecchio et al., 2009), greater work
satisfaction of subordinates (Hughes and Avey, 2009), better
workgroup cohesion (Fine and De Soucey, 2005), and a positive
perception of leader and satisfaction with leader performance
(Decker and Rotondo, 2001). Additional findings in relation to
positive leader humor use and workplace outcomes identified
after the meta-analysis include:

• Improved leader member relationship based on the
theory of Leader—Member Exchange (LMX) (Pundt
and Herrmann, 2015; Robert et al., 2016; Petraki and
Ramayanti, 2018).

• Improved employee core self-evaluation and trust in leaders
(Karakowsky et al., 2020; Neves and Karagonlar, 2020).

• Reduced social and power distance and status disparities
(Bitterly et al., 2017).

• Improved employee psychological capital and wellbeing
(Kim et al., 2016; Wijewardena et al., 2017).

• Elevated work engagement, satisfaction, performance
and Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (Decker, 1987;
Goswami et al., 2016; de Souza et al., 2019; Guenzi et al.,
2019; Mills et al., 2019; Neves and Karagonlar, 2020).

• Enhanced ability to manage organizational change
(Vetter and Gockel, 2016).

• Increased levels of innovation and creativity (Hughes, 2009;
Lee, 2015; Pundt, 2015; Salas-Vallina et al., 2018).

• Newcomer adjustment (Gkorezis et al., 2016).

Three studies investigated negative leader humor style,
specifically aggressive humor. One studied the impact of
aggressive humor on employee wellbeing, in terms of strain
and addictive behaviors (Huo et al., 2012); another explored
its effect on employees’ intention to leave. The third study
examined the moderating effect of aggressive humor on the
relationship between abusive supervision and dysfunctional
resistance, where the relationship was weak at low levels of
aggressive humor and stronger at high levels of aggressive humor

(Goswami et al., 2015). Malone (1980) postulated the case for
and against humor in the workplace with a series of questions
mostly focused on appropriate/inappropriate use of humor
and positive/negative reactions to humor use. More recently
researchers have begun to examine the mixed effect of humor
style. For example, Wisse and Rietzschel (2014) and Pundt and
Herrmann (2015) studied the opposing effects of affiliative and
aggressive humor in leadership and the relationship with LMX.
Yam et al. (2018) integrated benign violation theory (McGraw
and Warren, 2010) and social information processing theory
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978) and proposed that although a leader’s
humor is positively associated with LMX and work engagement,
it can also foster followers’ deviance by signaling the acceptance
of norm violation at work. Figure 4 provides an illustrated
summary of the effects of humor used in leadership in terms of
individual, leadership, and organizational outcomes from the 44
quantitative studies reviewed, regardless of humor style.

Humor as a Communication Tool and Discursive Resource
Discursive studies of naturally occurring interactions at work
involving humor appear to be the most direct type of
analysis undertaken regarding workplace leadership and humor.
Communication is also one of the fundamental and crucial
aspects of leadership effectiveness. Bligh and Hess (2007) noted
that leadership is fundamentally grounded in language and
rooted in communication processes. As previously discussed,
humor is difficult to assess quantitatively due to its subjectivity
and fluidity in definition. Qualitative research, however, can
avoid these challenges. The findings of the five qualitative studies
included in this review were similar in terms of how leaders use
humor in a discursive manner. This includes:

• To create team by establishing solidarity and cohesion of
a group (Holmes and Marra, 2006; Rogerson-Revell, 2007;
Watson and Drew, 2017) or a sub-group (Schnurr, 2008).
This strategy can be advantageous to the in-group members
who mirror each other’s behavior; but detrimental to the
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FIGURE 3 | An illustrated summary of the outcome variables of the studies that investigated different humor styles.

out-group if some members do not subscribe to the in-
group behaviors (Rogerson-Revell, 2007).

• To do power by establishing authority, assertiveness and
leadership identity to get things done (Schnurr, 2008;
Rogerson-Revell, 2011; Watson and Drew, 2017), or
maintaining a hierarchical relationship and reinforcing
power boundaries (Holmes and Marra, 2006). An
alternative is to minimize status difference and downplay
one’s authority in order to cultivate relationally oriented
behaviors and a positive work atmosphere (Schnurr, 2008).

• To be polite as described by Brown and Levinson (1978),
in terms of a positive politeness strategy. Despite being
criticized as an oversimplified view of humor (Rogerson-
Revell, 2007), this strategy highlights the function of humor
in protecting one’s dignity and resolving tension (Schnurr,
2008), softening the impact of negative messages (Holmes
and Marra, 2006), and preserving the group’s “collective
face” (Watson and Drew, 2017).

• To generate energy by contributing to humorous events
and encouraging “bursts of creative mental and intellectual
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FIGURE 4 | An illustrated summary of the effects of humor used in leadership in terms of individual, leadership, and organizational outcomes with associated
moderators and mediators.

activities” (Holmes and Marra, 2006, p. 132) for innovation
and problem solving (Holmes and Marra, 2006, p. 132;
Rogerson-Revell, 2011).

Variability in the Humor and Leadership Relationship
Based on the literature, there is little doubt that a relationship
between leader humor use and leadership outcomes exists;
however, the characteristics of the relationship cannot be easily
identified. The challenges stem from both the difficulty regarding
definition and measurement of humor as well as the context
of the leadership situation. As a result, any factors associated
with leadership or workplace characteristics can potentially
become a moderator of the relationship between humor and
leadership outcomes. These mediators/moderators are illustrated
in Figures 3, 4 and include trust in the leader, leader gender, and
situational factors affecting the appropriateness of humor.

Trust
Three of the studies included in this review used trust as a
moderator of humor use and organizational outcomes. Lee (2015)
demonstrated that the relationship between self-enhancing
humor and employee creativity became stronger as trust in
the leader increased. Kim et al. (2016) found the relationship
between affiliative humor and social distance was stronger when
trust in leaders was high. Trust was also reported by Tremblay
(2017) as a boundary condition regarding the effectiveness of a
humor climate in the workplace, whereby leader humor effects
employee inclusion and humor climate. Trust has also been
used to explain the relationship between leader self-deprecating
humor and perceived effectiveness. A mediating effect was
analyzed by Gkorezis and Bellou (2016). They found that
leader self-deprecating humor, specifically willingness to make

humorous comments about personal weaknesses, was perceived
as transparent communication and was more likely to yield trust
from followers and indirectly influence followers’ perceptions of
leader effectiveness.

Gender
Decker and Rotondo (2001) proposed the humor, manager
gender, and leader behavior and effectiveness model. The authors
found two moderating effects of gender based on humor style.
Firstly, despite female leaders using less positive humor, there
was a stronger relationship between female positive humor use
and perceived leader behavior and effectiveness compared with
male leaders. Secondly, when negative humor was used, the
moderating effect of gender was the opposite in that the overall
negative effect was less for male compared with female leaders.
Vecchio et al. (2009) could not replicate the gender moderating
effect, however, and argued that the failure to obtain statistical
significance might have been a function of the statistical power
of their study. A cross-cultural study by Decker et al. (2011)
found the moderating effects of gender to be in the opposite
direction with a Chinese sample, compared with the earlier
findings by Decker and Rotondo (2001) in a Western context.
In particular, male leaders benefited more than female leaders
from positive humor and were harmed more by negative humor.
Social expectations in China were used to explain the findings. In
China, male leaders are perceived as more serious than females
in business settings, so their effort in using positive humor may
be especially appreciated by followers; negative humor portrays
male leaders as even more unapproachable (Decker et al., 2011).
Evans et al. (2019) argued that gender stereotypes moderate how
humor is perceived, based on the parallel-constraint-satisfaction
theory. The interpretation of observed humor is not only based
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on the humor itself, but also the evaluation of behavioral
deviation against our mental model for each gender.

Appropriateness
Reference to humor appropriateness in the literature is generally
synonymous with humor style, with positive humor styles being
appropriate and negative humor styles inappropriate (Hughes,
2009; Bitterly et al., 2017). Bitterly et al. (2017) attempted
to investigate the moderating role of appropriateness in the
relationship between humor and perceived competence. The
study found that even though all humor use projects confidence,
inappropriate humor signals a lack of competence and can
decrease leader status.

Other Variables
Leadership styles and behaviors, in particular transformational
leadership strengthens the relationship between leader positive
humor and followers’ positive emotions at work (Goswami
et al., 2016). The tenure the employee has with a manager
also moderates the relationship between the leader’s humor
use and the employee’s psychological empowerment (Gkorezis
et al., 2011). Humor can also moderate the relationship between
leadership style and performance (Avolio et al., 1999) as well
as follower attitudes, such as trust, identification, affective
commitment, job satisfaction or frustration (Hughes and Avey,
2009; Valle et al., 2018). Figure 5 provides an illustrated
summary of the ten studies that investigated interactions
between leadership style, behavior and leaders’ use of humor,
and their potential outcomes (directly or indirectly) via
mediating variables.

Frequency of humor has been found to have a positive impact
in the workplace. Hurren (2006) found that teachers experience
higher job satisfaction when principals frequently engage in
humor at work. Boundary conditions relating to humor use
have also been examined. Pundt and Venz (2017) found that
followers with a strong preference for hierarchical and clear social
structures, reacted less positively to humor from leaders and that
commitment and engagement was weaker for followers with a
high personal need for structure.

Humor in leadership, and its various forms and constructs
were examined in the studies as a predictor, a moderator, and
a mediator, however, the antecedents of humor in leadership
remain absent in the current literature.

Cultural Context
The role of culture has been identified as one to the key factors
in humor studies. Eight papers included in this review were
explicitly focused on how culture influences the relationship
between leaders’ humor use and leadership outcomes. The
contexts of these studies were not universal. Six of the
eight studies focused on cross-cultural differences between
Eastern and Western cultures. These studies compared and
contrasted Eastern cultures (typically represented by China) and
Western cultures (typically represented by the US or Australia)
in terms of how people perceive humor and how leaders
use humor in their own native cultural environment (e.g.,
Wang et al., 2017; Yang et al., 2017). One study investigated
intercultural variability, whereby participants from different

cultural backgrounds interact in the same workplace (Rogerson-
Revell, 2007) and one study offered theoretical propositions
related to intercultural and cross-cultural studies (Robert, 2005).

Differences highlighted in the cross-cultural humor studies
were mainly based on Hofstede (1980)’s cultural dimensions
theory, in particular, power distance and individualism vs.
collectivism. Humor is perceived to be more acceptable and
effective in low power distance and individualistic cultures
compared with high power distance and collectivistic cultures
(Robert, 2005; Wang et al., 2017). In Western cultures, humor
is perceived to be a positive and desirable leadership quality,
whereas in Eastern cultures humor is associated with intellectual
shallowness (Yue et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2017) and “a natural
antithesis between reverence and humor” (Decker et al., 2011,
p. 44). Decker et al. (2011) found that negative humor was not
considered as humorous in China and was negatively associated
with ratings about task and relationship leadership styles. The
traditional Chinese view of “there’s no humor in misfortune,
and humor is only important for professional entertainers with
special expertise and talent” could explain this finding. Confucian
doctrines, such as “a man has to be serious to be respected” (Yue
et al., 2016, p. 1495) could also account for these perceptions
about humor in Eastern cultures.

As globalization spreads, organizations require collaboration
of people from different cultural backgrounds. This trend
highlights the importance of intercultural research, in
comparison to cross-cultural research. This is especially
critical for countries where populations are characterized as
“multicultural” with a high proportion of migrants. Rogerson-
Revell (2007) found that when people attend international
business events, they usually adjust their humor style to suit the
interactive context. The study by Rogerson-Revell (2007) found
considerable differences in the use of humor between individuals
within meetings, and within individuals between meetings. This
suggests a multi-layered relationship between humor use and
situational factors such as the role the attendees are appointed to
(e.g., the expert or the chair of the meeting) and/or the dominant
interactive style at the event (e.g., formal or informal).

DISCUSSION

This scoping review included a wide range of studies on
the topic “humor in workplace leadership” from the last
four decades. Through a systematic search of the literature,
four prevalent themes of studies were identified. The first
were studies using humor styles as the proxy construct to
humor, examining the effect on different levels of outcome
variables (individual, leadership and organizational). The second
theme included studies focused on humor as a communication
tool and discursive resource, used to achieve relational goals.
Third were studies that investigated moderators and boundary
conditions of the effect of humor on leadership. Last were
studies investigating cultural influences on humor perception
and experience. Grouping the empirical research from the last
40 years into these key themes addressed the first aim of this
scoping review. In the following sections, we discuss and address
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FIGURE 5 | An illustrated summary of the studies that investigated interactions between leadership style, behavior and leaders’ use of humor, and their potential
outcomes (directly or indirectly) via mediating variables.

the second and third aims—mapping the progress and gaps that
still persist, and making recommendations for future research
directions including specific research questions to guide future
systematic reviews. We also provide a summary of theoretical and
practical implications of this review, note the limitations and offer
concluding remarks.

Research Progress and Gaps From the
Last 40 Years
The themes identified in this scoping review capture the key focus
of the research interests across the last 40 years. We undertook
a mapping exercise to identify how the research interests in
relation to this topic have shifted across the four decades. Figure 6
provides a visual illustration of the identified patterns. Following
is a commentary against these patterns to elucidate the research
interest trajectories based on the published studies included in
this review. The discussion in the subsequent section considers
the progress and gaps on the topic of humor in workplace
leadership more broadly, guided by the research questions raised
in the field by Malone (1980). The aim is to demonstrate the
evidence and rationale for future research recommendations.

The Shifts and Trajectories of Research Interests in the
Current Body of Work
Four key patterns emerged in analyzing the shifts and
trajectories of the research interests. Firstly, early research
(before the new millennia) was mainly focused on theorizing
the effects of humor use and testing the hypothesized effects
quantitatively (Theme 1). The frequency of studies within
the first two decades was minimal, but toward the end of
this period, researchers began to investigate humor as a
moderator of the relationship between leadership styles and
leadership effectiveness (Theme 3). Secondly, Themes 1, 3
continued to dominate research interests into the 2000s. This
was particularly so after 2005, and 2 years after the publication
of Martin et al.’s (2003) Humor Styles Questionnaire (2003),
which enabled standardized measurements of humor, and

triggered an increase in quantitative studies, including cross-
cultural and inter-cultural comparison projects (Theme 4).
Thirdly, qualitative studies began to emerge in the mid-2000s,
focused on humor as a discursive resource and communication
tool (Theme 2). Qualitative research increased slightly into
the 2010s, however, the percentage reduced because of the
number of studies focused on the other themes. Finally,
the complexity of research has increased exponentially over
time, especially in the last decade. This is reflected by
the number of research themes identified in these studies.
Research pre-2010 is generally represented by one of the four
themes, whilst studies post-2010 tend to include 2 or 3 of
the themes. For example, in their 2017 study, Yang et al.
investigated the moderating effect of interaction formality on
the relationship between humor and leadership (Theme 3),
and the cultural differences in attitudes toward humor (Theme
4). Complexity is also reflected through the sophistication of
research designs. There were more longitudinal studies and
studies investigating multi-level effects, (i.e., individual level as
well as group level effects).

While it is encouraging to see the progress made and the
patterns of research development over the last four decades,
it is also critical to review the current body of work against
the practical use of humor in the working environment and
leadership context. The following questions, originally proposed
by Malone (1980) are used to guide this review relating to
progress and research gaps.

Can Humor, Properly Used, Serve as a Tool to Enhance the
Leadership Process?
This review indicates that the extant research does support the
proposition that humor can serve as a tool to enhance leadership
effectiveness, if used appropriately. However, what constitutes
“appropriate use” is yet to be determined. To date, the humor
styles framework based on the motivations of humor use (Martin
et al., 2003), is the only current method of assessing appropriate
use. Dimensions other than humor style should also be explored,
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FIGURE 6 | An illustrated summary of the shifts in research interests across the last four decades. Theme 1, humor styles and effects; Theme 2, humor as a
communication tool and discursive resource; Theme 3, variables in the humor and leadership relationship; Theme 4, cultural context. The trend line represents the
number of publications of each decade.

such as the characteristics of the situation and the authenticity of
leaders’ use of humor.

Can Humor Be Used Effectively by Most Leaders or Should
the Use of Humor Be Reserved to Those Who Are Naturally
Funny?
The fundamental challenge of this question is whether humor can
be viewed as a capability or trait. Some researchers have described
humor as an individual trait that differentiates individuals with
the propensity to create and appreciate humor from others
(Thorson and Powell, 1993). However, much of the research
in management views humor as a social phenomenon, an
intentional shared event with the purpose of amusing others
(Cooper, 2005, 2008). From a trait theory perspective, an
individual’s propensity for and appreciation of humor use is
unlikely to change, that is, leaders either can or cannot use humor
effectively. As such, perhaps humor should be reserved for those
who are naturally funny. However, from a social phenomenon
perspective, if use of humor is a social skill, then this question
can be addressed quite differently and like other leadership skills,
could be cultivated and developed through training. The recent
review by Kong et al. (2019) serves as a strong guiding post in this
area, their meta-analysis indicated that leaders’ humor behavior
or expression has stronger influence on followers’ outcomes in
comparison with leaders’ trait humor. The research question then
changes from “Can humor be used effectively by most leaders?” to
“How can humor be used effectively by most leaders?” and directs
future research toward training leaders in how to effectively use
humor as part of leadership development programs. It may not
be a choice between the two perspectives, rather a combination of
both, but it has not been investigated to date. The opportunities
of development are not limited to training the leaders to be more
spontaneous with humor, but also recognize humor residing in
the relationship with others. The leaders may or may not be

naturally humorous, but developing sufficient sensitivity to the
situational cues and signals from others is an opportunity for
leaders to use humor effectively.

Under What Conditions can Humor Be Used Most
Effectively; Under What Conditions Is Humor Inappropriate?
From an interactionist point of view, behavior is a function
of both the person and the situation (Mischel, 1979; Blum
et al., 2018). In order to fully understand behavior, in this
case use of humor as a leadership capability, the characteristics
of the person and the characteristics of the situation need
to be analyzed and understood (Decker and Rotondo, 1999).
The strong situation hypothesis (Cooper and Withey, 2009)
may be a suitable framework for analyzing the characteristics
of situations where humor can be used most effectively. It is
recognized that some situations constrain behavior variabilities,
so most people will show the same level of behavior in these
situations, which are known as strong situations; and by contrast,
in weak situations, people enact different levels of behavior.
The strong situation hypothesis suggests personality matters
most in weak situations and least in strong situations. If the
“strong situation” characteristics for humor use can be described
and controlled, then the differentiation between the trait and
the skill components of humor can be more systematically
delineated. This understanding could assist researchers and
scholars in integrating humor as a trait and a social skill.
Although, not related to the competencies in humor production,
awareness of the characteristics of a “strong situation” for humor
use could help leaders develop sensitivity to situational cues
and signals, more commonly known as the ability to “read
the room,” potentially resulting in more appropriate use of
humor in leadership. For example, many leaders may intuitively
understand that the opening speech at an end of year work
gathering is a “strong situation” for “spontaneous” humor;
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and that performance review meetings are “weak situations”
for humor, especially humor that is personal or negative. If
a systematic approach for assessing situations for humor use
was developed, it may assist leaders who are less intuitive
about humor use.

What Types of People Respond Most Readily to Humor,
What Types of People Are Most Likely to React Negatively?
There is limited evidence addressing this question about the types
of people that respond positively or negatively to humor. The
research related to boundary conditions of humor can shed some
light. For example, Pundt and Venz (2017) found followers who
strongly prefer hierarchical and clear social structures, react less
positively to humor in leadership. Bitterly et al. (2017) found
individuals’ confidence and competence were two dimensions
associated with effective humor. The appropriate use of humor
signals both confidence and competence of the instigator, while
inappropriate use of humor may still project confidence, but
suggests low competence. Investigating the converse relationship
would be interesting (i.e., does an individual’s confidence
influence humor use propensity?) One of the qualitative studies
included in this review found that Chairs of meetings are often
the instigators of humorous events (Rogerson-Revell, 2011).
There are currently no personality-based studies to differentiate
how people at work respond to leader humor use (positively or
negatively). Studies outside of the workplace leadership domain
may exist but they were excluded from this review.

What Types of Humor Are Most Effective; What Types Are
Most Likely to Produce Negative Reactions?
Humor types and styles have been adequately addressed
by researchers. Using the well referenced Humor Styles
Questionnaire (Martin et al., 2003), several studies demonstrated
that positive humor styles, (affiliative and self-enhancing humor)
are the most effective while negative humor styles, (aggressive
and self-defeating humor) are the most likely to produce negative
reactions (Martin et al., 2003). Researchers have made significant
progress in understanding the differing effect that positive
and negative humor styles have on individual, organizational
and leadership outcomes. Moderating factors and boundary
conditions have also been studied in different cultural contexts.

Recommendations for Future Research
Directions
The challenges associated with the lack of an agreed definition
and the need for theory and instrument development, should
continue to be at the forefront of future research, especially in
the context of workplace leadership studies. In addition, the
research gaps identified in the section above indicate the future
research directions that are valuable to both academics and
leadership professionals alike. The following research questions
highlight key opportunities where empirical studies can add value
to the body of knowledge, and the focus of theory development
for the study of humor in leadership, as well as serving as
potential review questions for future systematic reviews in
this field of study.

• What constitutes “properly used” humor, or humor
appropriateness in leadership?

Perhaps this will guide researchers toward a functional
definition of humor in workplace leadership and enable the
development of a measurement instrument that has better
utility than styles alone.

• What conditions influence the effectiveness of humor in
leadership?

Acknowledging both humor and leadership occur at
individual, group and organizational levels, future research
should address the levels of analysis issue by developing
theories and models that incorporate cross-level conditions
and interactions. The conditions of influence can also
occur at different levels. For example, as illustrated through
this review, gender or preference at individual level; trust or
conflict at dyadic level; work climate at the organizational
level; culture or social structure at the societal level.
The clear identification of these conditions will help
leaders and leadership teams to better utilize humor as
a discursive tool, harnessing the positive effects while
navigating through the dangerous terrain in the workplace.
Only when the situational conditions of effective humor
use are identified, researchers can start to delineate the
effects of the person vs. the situation as outlined in the
strong situation hypothesis (W. H. Cooper and Withey,
2009).

• How do trait and personality theories interact with humor
and leadership theories?

Both humor and leadership have trait and behavioral
components. Instead of comparing which component
has better predictive power of workplace outcomes,
understanding the mechanisms and commonalities of
the trait component between humor and leadership, or
the triad relationships among trait, humor behavior and
leadership behavior, will add much more value in our
understanding of humor in leadership. And this will
inform the feasibility of the following research question.

• Can humor appreciation and expression be learned, if so, how
can they be most effectively developed?

Although the studies that may answer this question are
beyond the selection criteria of this review, and the
question is not exclusive to workplace leadership, it is
nevertheless relevant to the future direction of humor in
leadership. If humor can be learned, perhaps like any other
form of arts, through extensive periods of exposure and
practice, then the researchers can focus on the latter part
of the question, to find the most effective way of learning
it. If humor cannot be learned, or cannot be learned
authentically, and it is still desired, then the challenge
for leadership scholars shifts from development of leaders
to recruitment and selection of leaders who have this
trait. Regardless of development or selection, being able to
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define and measure humor in leadership remains critical to
future research.

• What leadership skills and competencies or general skills
facilitate effective humor use in workplace leadership?

Related to the previous question, if humor can be learned
and developed, what are the antecedents, mediating and
moderating factors? Would leadership skills such as
emotional intelligence, risk management, judgment and
decision-making play a role in our ability to acquire humor
as a skill? Or would general skills such as adult learning and
theory of mind have more influence on the development?
Can certain personality types learn humor easier than
others? While these questions are intriguing, they may
suggest more complex relationships, cyclical or reciprocal,
among trait, skills, humor and leadership.

The above questions and research directions are not
exhaustive by any means, but they represent the necessary
next steps in understanding humor in leadership in a
systematic and comprehensive way. To summarize the
contribution of this review, we offer the following theoretical and
practical implications.

Theoretical Implications
The framework of humor styles developed by Martin et al.
(2003) has contributed significantly to our understanding of the
differences in humor use and the impact on individual, relational
and organizational outcomes. However, as the complexity
of humor in leadership studies grow, to advance humor
research in the discipline of leadership, it demands new
theories and frameworks that are specific to the context. This
review has offered guidance in developing future humor in
leadership theories and frameworks. In summary, the theoretical
development needs to leverage knowledge from multidisciplinary
areas such as emotional intelligence, personality and trait, and
effective communication skills to understand humor use as
a construct that has multiple latent elements. Also, tapping
into learning theories will be fruitful in understanding the
most effective way of acquiring skills related to humor use.
Based on the Strong Situation Hypothesis, being in a leadership
role creates specific demands on leader behaviors; humor use,
therefore, can be interpreted as a response to that specific
situational demand. Further theoretical development in this
domain will help leaders understand the salient situational cues
when using humor.

Practical Implications
The most significant practical implication of this review is
the understanding of humor beyond different humor styles.
This scoping review informs leaders and scholars about the
diverse range of humor functions; insight about why humor
is “a double-edged sword”; the difference between trait and
behavioral humor. This review also establishes the need for
leaders to understand competency areas related to appropriate
humor use in the leadership context. Future research that
can delineate these competency areas will be critical in

shedding light on how humor can be learned and used
intelligently by leaders.

Limitations
The inclusion of gray literature in this review may have
provided a more comprehensive overview of the humor
and leadership landscape (Levac et al., 2010), as well as
providing anecdotes or common beliefs people hold about
humor in workplace leadership. However, the academic intent
of this scoping review, the diverse forms of gray literature
and the vast amount of material available online, meant
the feasibility of the study needed to be prioritized (Peters
et al., 2015). In addition, the literature search concluded in
May 2020 using four purposefully selected databases. The
databases chosen reflected Psychology and Business, databases
most likely to meet the research needs and search criteria.
As a result, research published post May 2020 or not
listed in any of the selected databases are thus excluded
from this review.

CONCLUSION

This scoping review identified the focus of existing research,
the range of methodologies adopted, and guiding theoretical
frameworks or propositions. Key findings relating to the function
and effect of humor use, individual and organizational leadership
outcomes regarding humor use, and the significant variables
that influence the relationship between leaders and followers
when humor is used were identified and synthesized. Future
studies addressing these unanswered questions will advance and
broaden leadership and leadership development studies, most
specifically “Can humor be learned and effectively used by
leaders?” and “under what conditions, (including personality type
and situational context), can humor be used most effectively?”
The reason that these two questions have not attracted any
research to date could relate to the common belief that humor
is innate and spontaneous, regardless of the situational context.
Researchers could also consider theories and models available
from other disciplines to identify the most effective way of
developing humor in leadership. Studies in these areas would
enable leaders to better understand and utilize humor and
potentially achieve more effective leadership outcomes. This
scoping review adds value to the scientific community by
(1) synthesizing the research progress to date and current
knowledge gaps for the body of work accumulated over the
last 40 years; (2) outlining current research interests; (3)
making recommendations about future directions; and (4)
highlighting the challenges and opportunities for future scholars
who wish to advance understanding and apply humor in the
leadership context.
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School Leaders’ Perspectives on
Successful Leadership: A Mixed
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Private school culture dominates the public-school culture in Pakistan. With no central
regulating organization, private schools in the country autonomously construct their
educational philosophy that underpins curriculum choice, pedagogic approaches, and
school operations. In this perspective, there is an increasing inquisitiveness in the
understanding of what determines a private school as a “successful” school. The
researchers intend to understand the determinants of a successful private school and
aim to explore the leadership behaviors of head teachers of such schools in Pakistan.
The Beaconhouse School System (BSS), the largest private school system in Pakistan,
took part in this case study. A sample of a total of 128 participants, comprising of
teachers (n � 120), School Group Heads (SGH) (n � 4) and school head teachers (n � 4)
of four most successful primary schools of BSS, was drawn to participate in this case
study employing a mixed-methods design. Two survey instruments, Determinants of
School Success (DSS) and Leadership Practice Index (LPI) were developed on a five-
point Likert Scale and applied to identify four most successful primary schools of BSS.
It was found that head teachers had established a whole-school approach towards
students high achievement, promoted a culture of trust, commitment, shared vision,
practiced distributed leadership and involved all stakeholders in creating a shared
sense of direction for the school. Recommendations have been generated for
improving the performance of school leaders.

Keywords: leadership qualities, private school, successful school leadership, school success, primary school
leaders

INTRODUCTION

About one-third of school-going children in Pakistan attend private schooling (Andrabi et al., 2013;
Nguyen and Raju, 2014). The industry of Pakistan’s private schools largely comprises of institutions
that are for-profit, autonomous, and unregulated by any central institution. Around two percent of
average household income, in both rural and urban areas constitute the industry of private schooling
consequently resulting in producing magnanimous annual gross income recorded in the academic
year 2013—2014 up to four ninety-seven million (Pakistan Education Statistics, 2014). The annual
survey report of All Pakistan Private Schools Association (APPSA) presents a tentative number of
private schools operating in Pakistan; there is no accurate number of institutions that can be
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categorized as a “Private School”. As of 2014, one hundred
seventy-three thousand one hundred and ten private schools
were operating nationwide, 56% of which were concentrated
in one province, Punjab.

The history of private schooling in Pakistan goes back to the
era of British Rule in the sub-continent. The first private school,
Karachi Grammar School was established in 1847 in Karachi. In
the 1990s, on account of the decentralization of primary
education, there was a dramatic boom in the emergence of
private primary schools across the country. The research
proposes unsatisfactory service delivery in government schools
as one of the factors for this boom (Andrabi et al., 2008; Baig,
2011). Another often-stated reason is low operating costs and
high revenue mainly due to low labor wages; private school
teachers are paid less than government schoolteachers (Baig,
2011; Andrabi et al., 2013). Lack of a standard pre-requisite
level of education and professional training makes it easier to find
teachers who are willing to work on low wages set by private
schools. A third contributing factor is a mutual consensus by the
local community to associate a necessary students higher
achievement with private schooling. However, this assumption
is not backed by authentic academic research.

Nonexistence of a central regulatory authority to ensure the
standardized quality of service at private schools in Pakistan,
service delivery decisions are directed by prevailing market trends
and influenced by policymakers of individual schools (Salfi,
2011). Private schools enjoy full autonomy to select school
curriculum, pedagogical methods, staff training models and
inclusion of society. Some wide-spread networks of school
branches belonging to a school system practice standardized
procedure across all branches. Research asserts that even at
these large school networks the pre-requisites for selecting a
head teacher are not standard and may be greatly
compromised in some underdeveloped cities of Pakistan.

It has been repeatedly reported by researchers around the world
that head teacher plays a vital role in determining the success of a
school in terms ofmanagement, high teacher performance, positive
students’ learning outcomes and social reputation in the
community (Böhlmark et al., 2016; Education Review Office,
2018; Felix-Otuorimuo, 2019; Leithwood et al., 2019. Fullan
(2001) has gone as far to conclude that, “Effective school
leaders are key to large-scale, sustainable education reform” (p.
15). These arguments suggest the need to determine what factors
and determinants contribute to a successful school leadership
particularly in the context of a private school system in a
country where the absence of central regulatory authority
creates a situation of non-standardized quality of services that
leads to a state of disorganized school management.

The Focus of the Research
International studies confirm a positive relationship between the
role of head teacher and school success (Haydon, 2007;
Leithwood et al., 2006; Winton, 2013). In the case of Pakistan,
the meaning of school success is relative and varies hugely from
one school to another. Lack of standard prerequisites for the
hiring of head teachers in the private education sector creates a
troubling void in understanding the relationship between

leadership qualities of head teachers and school success (Iqbal,
2005). To avoid heterogeneity this research maintains its focus
only on the largest private primary schools’ network the
Beaconhouse School System (BSS).

The objective of this study is two-fold; to identify
determinants of school success conceived by the largest
private school network of Pakistan and to understand
common leadership qualities of successful school head
teachers. The synthesis of results determines the
relationship between school heads and school success. The
core research questions addressed in this study are:

1) What are the determinants of a successful school in the private
sector of Pakistani schools?

2) What are school head teachers’ leadership qualities in
successful private primary schools of BSS in the province
of Punjab?

3) What are the common trends in the leadership qualities of
these school head teachers?

Significance of the Research
Beaconhouse School System (BSS) is the largest and most wide-
spread network of private schools in Pakistan contributing up to
38% to the total number of private primary school enrolment in
the province of Punjab (PES, 2014). It is the first school network
in the country to set in-place a School Evaluation Unit (SEU) that
carries out cyclical school evaluations to report periodic
individual school performance in terms of “good” practices
and areas for further development. However, these are internal
documents and not to be used as a resource for sharing of good
practices and remain a missed opportunity to draw descriptors of
a successful BSS school in the context of Pakistan and to further
identify the qualities of a good school leader. This research is an
attempt to fill this gap by synthesizing this information to help
Pakistan’s largest private schools network to learn from their
success and to use findings to design targeted head teachers
training programs.

This study concentrates in the primary school section due to the
high impact the selected section has on the overall education
standard in the region. BSS takes approximately 38% of primary
school enrollment in Punjab through a range of their education
products including The Educators, United Chartered Schools, and
mainstream Beaconhouse Schools. The study has significant
implications for the other networks of private schools in
Pakistan for bringing reforms in school leadership programs. It
can augment for establishing effective school leadership practices
for the success of other schools in BSS and the schools of other
networks in general. The study signifies to reduce a gap of quality
school leadership between one of the most popular school networks
in the country and public sector schools of the province of Punjab.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed methods research design using four
schools working under the umbrella of the Beaconhouse School
System. An in-depth case study was undertaken by using multiple
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sources of data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Johnson
and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In the quantitative standard, the
researchers collected data from the selected teachers working
in the four schools of BSS through two questionnaires;
Determinants of School Success (DSS) and Leadership Practice
Index (LPI) formulated on a five-point Likert scale. This was
followed by in-depth semi-structured interviews with different
stakeholders including the school head teachers and SGHs. This
research process was accomplished within 3 weeks. The
researchers employed a mixed-methods research approach to
make the research findings more reliable, valid, and to minimize
the level of bias by comparing sets of data by data triangulation
and grasping an in-depth understanding of the case of BSS (Gurr
et al., 2005; Osseo-Asare et al., 2005).

Population
Beaconhouse School System (BSS), the largest private school
network operating in Pakistan with more than three hundred
and seventy-five branches spread across the country, serves
as the primary population and a case of study for this
research. The school system was established in the
province of Punjab in 1975 and it is now the largest
school system of its type in the country catering to over
two hundred forty-seven thousand students across Pakistan.
Most of the students come from upper-middle-class families
with a gross monthly household income between fifty
thousand rupees up to three hundred thousand rupees
(Andrabi et al., 2013). BSS caters to modern educational
needs and follows a customized curriculum influenced by the
British and Scottish national curricula.

Organizational Setup
The network of BSS school branches is divided into three
geographic regions namely Southern Region, Central Region
and Northern Region. Policy planning, curriculum
development, assessment development, and other related
school management and teacher development issues are
addressed at the Head Office which is situated in Lahore,
Punjab. All three Regional Offices report to the Head Office.
Academic and administrative support to school branches in each
region is provided by four School Group Offices (SGOs). These
SGOs report directly to Regional Directors (RD).

Note. The Figure 1 explains the division of regions and
organizational structure and identifies the research
population.

A total of fifty-seven primary school head teachers, four School
Group Heads (SGHs), and two thousand eight hundred and fifty
teachers comprised the overall population for this study.

Sample Size
The research is accomplished in two cycles using different
sampling approaches, in the first cycle of research the Central
Region was selected purposively due to the largest number of
school branches operating in this region. All School Group Heads
(SGHs) took part in the first cycle of research and identified one
most successful primary school branch in their cluster therefore,
following a subjective sampling technique. The second cycle of

research was carried out at the identified branches. To maintain
the anonymity of these school branches they will be referred to as
School A, B, C and D. A total of one hundred and twenty teachers
also participated in the second cycle of research.

Research Design
An explanatory mixed methods research design comprising of
both quantitative and qualitative methods of research respectively
was employed for an in-depth understanding of the case and to
achieve the study objectives.

Research Instrument
Data were collected using a mixed-methods research design that
includes: two questionnaires namely Determinants of School
Success (DSS) and Leadership Practice Index (LPI) were
formulated on a five-point Likert scale and combined with in-
depth semi-structured interviews with different stakeholders
including the school head teachers and SGHs. This study was
carried out in a two-phase model, the first phase explored and
reported determinants of school success as perceived by the
senior leadership of the school system. The second phase of
research investigated the leadership traits of effective school
leaders at schools perceived as “successful” based on the
outcome of research phase -1. Figure 2 illustrates the phases
in research design.

There is a plethora of research struggling to find an answer to
what constitutes a successful school. Some researchers have
strongly linked it with elevated students learning outcomes
(Scheerens, 2004; Winton, 2013), others attempted to find the
answer by increased reporting causes of school failure, for
instance, Salmonowicz (2007) recognized fifteen conditions
associated with unsuccessful schools including lack of clear
focus, unaligned curricula, inadequate facilities, and ineffective
instructional interventions. Edmonds (1982) offered a list of five
variables correlated with school success, Lezotte (1991) evolved
the list by adding two more variables: 1) instructional leadership,
2) clear vision and mission, 3) safe and orderly environment, 4)
high expectations for students achievement, 5) continuous
assessment of student achievement, 6) opportunity and time
on task and, 7) positive home-school relations. The meaning
of school success is contextual and existing research is yet to
conclude a fixed list of variables that determine the success of a
school.

DSS used in this research is based on five broad themes
namely: positive outcomes for students, quality teaching and
curriculum provision, effective leadership and school
management, safe and positive school environment, quality
assurance. All these variables are well supported by the
existing research and have been extracted from the internal
school evaluation framework of BSS. Twenty-five items
inspired by Marzano Levels of School Effectiveness (2011)
formulate the sub-categories of these domains. The response
format on a five-point Likert scale for the items was, strongly
agree � 5, agree � 4, neutral � 3, disagree � 2, strongly disagree �
1. The levels of school effectiveness suggested by Marzano (2011)
fit well with the internal evaluation indicators of the high-
performing school system of BSS. This method of research is
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new in the context of Pakistan however; evidence from
internationally set-up research confirms Marzano levels of
school effectiveness being utilized to study the long-term
performance of schools in Oklahoma, United States (OSDE,
2011) and Ontario, Canada (Louis et al., 2010). Researchers
assert that Marzano’s levels of school effectiveness “Extends
our understanding of the explanatory potential of research on
school performance” (Louis et al., 2010, p.8).

In the second research cycle, Leadership Practice Index (LPI)
was developed by the researchers to index successful leadership
qualities. LPI comprised a five-point Likert scale and the
responses were collected from teachers (n � 120) in terms of
frequency of demonstration of a variety of leadership qualities by
the school head teacher. The format was 0 � Never, 1 � Seldom,
2 �Often, 3 � Regularly, and 4 � Routine Practice. LPI constitutes
twenty-eight performance indicators for effective leadership
qualities under five primary domains: personal, professional,
organizational, strategic and relational. The Evidence from
large-scale school-based leadership research conducted in
high-performing economies such as Canada (Louis et al.,
2010) and the United States (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006)

assert that these domains breakdown the knowledge of role
and impact of school leadership on instruction, school
performance, and students learning outcomes.

During the second cycle of research, head teachers were
interviewed using a semi-structured interview style. The
interview guide was divided into six overarching categories:
students achievement, teaching, and learning, instructional
leadership, and management, establishing the direction for the
school, social links with the community, and quality assurance. A
total of four interviews were conducted during this study in a
traditional modality; the average interview time was 47 minutes.
Ethical and practical guidelines were shared and agreed with the
interviewees and all interviews were recorded, and fully
transcribed before inducing for data analysis.

Pilot Study
To ensure the internal reliability and clarity of items of DSS the
researchers conducted a pilot study within the same research
population. From the Southern Region of the same organization
School Group Heads (n � 2), School head teachers (n � 4), and
primary school teachers (n � 6) were invited for the pilot the

FIGURE 1 | Organizational Structure of the Beaconhouse School System and Research Population.

FIGURE 2 | Research Design Phases.
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research. The questionnaire was disseminated through the
Internet using Google Forms. 12 min was recorded as average
time taken by respondents to attempt the questionnaire. There
were no negative observations noted for language difficulty
however, two items were reported to be overlapping under the
section effective leadership and quality assurance. Consequent
modifications in the questionnaire was made to address this
discrepancy. There were no negative observations for the
semi-structured interview questions developed for the school
head teachers.

Data Analysis and Discussion
One hundred twenty-eight respondents participated in this
multi-method study. Respondents represented various layers of
organizational hierarchy complying with extant literature that
asserts effective school leadership and successful achievement as a
product of multi-tiered support system within the school
organizational set-up that initiates at senior leadership and
permeates to classroom teachers through individual school
leadership (Mikesell, 2020).

Demographic Data of First Cycle Sample.
Sample for the first research cycle comprised of four female
SGHs. The demographic data defining their academic
qualifications and the total number of years of professional
experience is given in Table 1.

The conclusion of the first cycle of research led to the sample
that took part in the second cycle of research. All teachers (n �
120) and head teachers (n � 4) of primary school branches
identified as most successful by the SGHs took part in this
research. Table 2 represents the demographic data about
participants of this research including age, gender, academic
qualification, and professional experience.

The qualitative data were analyzed using MaxQD and the
quantitative data was studied using SPSS version 22 forWindows.

The analysis led to the emergence of some themes common with
those determined in the West. The next section details key
findings from the analysis of DSS and LPI.

Research Q1: Results of DSS
The research question; what are the determinants of a successful
school in the private sector of Pakistani schools was addressed
through the results of DSS. All SGHs account for high students
learning outcomes measured in terms of academic, co- and extra-
curricular activities as the most significant determinant of a
school’s success. Quality of teaching and curriculum provision
has been identified as other influencing determinants and lastly,
there was a consensus that effective school leadership is
responsible to bring these factors together.

Table 3 shows the accumulative mean for all five domains of DSS
in order of highest to lowest. The bivariate correlation of study
variables projects a strong relationship with each other. The first
domain, “Positive outcomes for students” accounts a positive
relationship with all other determinants with the highest
correlation with “Quality Teaching and Curriculum Provision” (r �
0.78) which asserts that teaching practices have a tremendous impact
on students achievement. Analysis of results emphasizes the role of
school leadership in boosting teaching and learning in classroomswith
r�.66. Extensive long-term studies identify the school head teacher as
the central source of school leadership (Mulford, 2003; OECD, 2013;
Louis et al., 2010) that significantly impacts pupil outcomes
(Leithwood et al., 2006). In this study, it is noteworthy that
leadership was best correlated with “Quality Assurance” (r � 0.72)
setting the significant foundation of self-evaluation and self-review. A
strong culture of self-review is an indicator of thoughtful leadership
(Ofsted, 2010). The interrelationship of all these variables brings
effective leadership as a vital determinant of school success.

At the end of the first cycle of study, the SGHs were able to
place effective school leadership at the heart of school success.
This research supports the persuasive evidence present in favor of

TABLE 1 | Demographic Data for First Research Cycle.

SGH—Center Age (in years) No. of Years
of Experience as

SGH

No. of Years
of Experience in

the field of
Education

Total Number of
Schools in the

Cluster

SGO 1 57 8 20 28
SGO 2 56 8 22 30
SGO 3 48 3 15 29
SGO 4 51 4 18 27

Demographic Data of Second Cycle Sample.

TABLE 2 | Demographic Data for Second Research Cycle.

Respondents Average Age Gender
(%)

Academic Qualification (%) No. of years of experience working at the same
school (%)

M F BA MA MPhil and above <1 year 1—3 years 3—5 years >5 years

Teachers 32.5 7 93 41 52 7 15 17.5 49 18
School Head teachers 47.25 0 100 75 25 − − − − 100
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the strong influence of school leadership on school success.
School success indicators presented by Hull (2012), The
Wallace Foundation, (2013) and DuFour and Marzano, (2011)
in different contexts and regions of the world identify pupil
achievement, quality of teaching, leadership and self-review in
variable order of significance. Moreover, Felix-Otuorimuo (2019)
found that the practices and experiences of school leaders
influenced the strategies and approaches they can use to
become successful school leaders.

Research Q2: Results of Leadership
Qualities Index (LQI)
One hundred and twenty teachers from four different schools
participated in the second cycle of research carried out to
identify key leadership practices of school head teachers.
Responses were gathered in the five levels of frequency for the
demonstration of leadership practices. Table 4 presents the
results of Leadership Qualities Index (LQI) calculated
through SPSS and presented in an order of highest to the
lowest mean score for the most prominent three leadership
qualities practiced by school head teachers of four selected
schools. The results of this section answer the research
question; what are school head teachers leadership
qualities in successful private primary schools of BSS in
the province of Punjab?

Research Q3: Factor Analysis.
A factor analysis on Likert-type survey items involving Varimax
rotation and Kaiser normalization, led the researcher to answer

the research question; what are the common trends in the
leadership qualities of the selected school head teachers? It
determined the common leadership traits of the four
successful schools. With the Varimax rotation, the indicators
were uncorrelated and independent from one another (Kim and
Mueller, 1982; Khan et al., 2009). With a sample size n � 120,
loadings of at least 0.50 were considered significant and used to
draw common attributes (Khan et al., 2009) which were
pronounced as the commonly occurring leadership traits of
leaders of successful primary school head teachers as shown in
Table 5 and discussed in the proceeding section.

These results can be broadly divided into two types of
leadership style dimensions; qualities directed towards task
accomplishment, and qualities focusing on interpersonal
relations (Hydon, 2007; Nystedt, 1997).

Qualities Directed Towards Task
Accomplishment
Establish a Coherent and Continuous Professional
Development for Teachers and Other Staff.
Analysis of this indicator reveals that all four head teachers taking
part in this study rigorously planned the professional
development exercises drawing upon training needs analysis,
context, and school development targets. Seventy-two percent
of teachers reported this aspect as a matter of routine practice for
selected schools head teachers. Research tends to view leading
teachers professional learning in coherence with their needs as an
instructional leadership (Gumus et al., 2018; Mulford, 2007; The
Wallace Foundation, 2013).

TABLE 3 | Mean and Bivariate Correlation of Variables.

Domains Mean 1 2 3 4 5

Positive outcomes for students 4.85 1 0.78* 0.72* 0.69* 0.50*
Quality teaching and curriculum provision 4.76 − 1 0.66* 0.61* 0.52*
Effective leadership and school management 4.65 − − 1 0.60* 1.72*
Safe and positive school environment 4.54 − − − 1 0.58*
Quality assurance 4.38 − − − − 1

TABLE 4 | Most Prominent Leadership Qualities.

School Attribute Mean

School A Involvement in coordination and evaluation of school curriculum 4.52
Establishing relational trust and effective participation at every level of school community 4.39
Establish a coherent and continuous professional development for teachers and staff 4.08

School B Development of school vision, development goals, action plan and evaluation criteria in collaboration with teachers 4.38
Clear and effective distribution of leadership responsibilities and sharing day-to-day tasks ins school with teachers and other
staff members

4.09

Developing positive and strong links with community 3.98
School C Establish a coherent and continuous professional development for teachers and staff 4.78

Acknowledgment of students and teachers achievements 4.26
Development of school vision, development goals, action plan and evaluation criteria in collaboration with teachers 3.87

School D Establish a coherent and continuous professional development for teachers and staff 4.22
Clear and effective distribution of leadership responsibilities and sharing day-to-day tasks ins school with teachers and other
staff members

3.96

Establish a culture of trust and respect within the school for all teachers and other staff members 3.45
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All the head teachers taking part in the second cycle of study
shared their views that support the methodical agenda for
teachers in-service education. Head teachers strongly
connected students learning outcomes with the quality of
teaching and teachers professional learning and development.

“I make sure that our school development plan projects vision of
commitment to greater achievement and success for all students that
come with committed teachers in my opinion, access to opportunities
for continuous learning strengthens teachers as the change agents I try
to create opportunities for them to take part in professional education
that is embedded in their daily job life and the best of their and the
school’s interest” (Head Teacher School Branch C).

Three out of four schools promoted a strong culture of
mentoring and regular peer-coaching with a purpose to embed
learning within daily school routines to improve the quality of
teaching. In an interview, a School head teacher stated:

“high achievement comes with good teaching; good teaching comes
with learning, training we don’t have enough budget for training its
better when teachers learn from their colleagues, it’s practical and
situational learning learning on-job frompeers is the best solution for us
From their senior colleagues, they learn better without any hesitation.”

One out of four head teachers maintained that teachers
learning portfolios which not only provided a learning graph
but also serve as a source of information for setting annual
appraisal targets. Longitudinal data for teachers training needs
provide school leaders an opportunity to: graph individual
professional development of teachers; address the most
accurate training needs; and redefine induction criteria for
new teachers (Knapp and Hopmann, 2017).

Development of School Vision,
Development Goals, Action Plan, and
Evaluation Criteria in Collaboration with
Teachers
The second leadership quality commonly identified by the
analysis of qualitative and quantitative results is a shared
vision. A majority of 68% of teachers identified this as a
positive leadership trait possessed by their respective head
teacher. Three out of four head teachers formulated an annual
school development plan together with teachers to encourage
individual ownership for achieving these targets. When teachers
have formal roles in the decision-making processes regarding
school initiatives and plans, they are more likely to perform better
and take higher ownership of their decisions (DuFour and
Marzano, 2011). The same was reported by the head teacher
of School B “when teachers have a direct input in formulating the

school development plan, they take responsibility to achieve these
targets because it is their plan, not a dictated idea”. Head teachers
participating in this study regularly consulted BSS school
evaluation framework and engaged in rigorous self-review to
keep themselves and their staff aware of school performance.

Clear and Effective Distribution of
Leadership Responsibilities and Sharing
Day-To-Day Tasks in School with Teachers
and other Staff Members
Analysis of head teachers interviews provided strong evidence of
involvement of all staff to make leadership a combined endeavor,
rather than practicing a model of single leader atop the school
hierarchy. Research also supports that the distribution of
leadership promotes a culture of trust, high motivation and
coherent vision for school development (Copland, 2003;
Gronn, 2003; Spillane et al., 2005). A considerably high mean
value for this indicator (3.72) and 63% of teachers vote for this
leadership trait concludes it as one of the prime leadership
qualities of successful school leaders. One of the head teachers
from School “A” was of the view:

Heading a school is not a one-man show you know It requires
joining hands together with all the stakeholders within the school
premises and outside of the school I would not ignore the active
engagement of parents, our academic liaison with other
educational organizations, academia, and professionals of BSS
and even the results of the latest research on school leadership.

Thus, the results show that the school heads believe in effective
school headship as a joint venture and running the school
democratically in collaboration with other relevant academic
and administrative personnel of the school. It was revealed in
a study conducted by Felix-Otuorimuo (2019) in Nigerian
perspective that “successful primary school leadership in
Nigeria is a collective and direct effort of the entire school
community working together as a family unit, which cuts
across the cultural and national boundaries of sub-Saharan
Africa” (p. 218).

QUALITIES DIRECTED TOWARDS
INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Acknowledgment of Teachers and Students
Achievement
Appreciation, motivation, and empathy refer to the level of
interpersonal care from senior leadership (Gurr et al., 2005).

TABLE 5 | Common Leadership Qualities of Successful School Head Teachers.

Indicator Mean SD Cronbach’s Alpha Rank

Establish a coherent and continuous professional development for teachers and other staff 3.98 1.08 0.901 1
Development of school vision, development goals, action plan and evaluation criteria 3.75 0.89 0.94 4
Clear and effective distribution of leadership responsibilities and sharing day-to-day responsibilities with teachers and staff 3.72 0.97 0.897 3
Acknowledgement of teachers’ and students’ achievement 3.91 0.97 0.938 2
Development of positive and strong links with the community 3.45 0.77 0.975 5
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Findings of the study revealed that about 59% of teachers indicate
that their school head teachers mostly or always demonstrated a
motivating, encouraging and facilitating behavior to project an
increase in achievement of different cohorts of teachers and
students. An emerging theme from head teachers interviews
sets the intention of fostering a culture of support, trust, the
concept of shared achievement and a sense of sensitivity when
dealing with cohorts of students and teachers struggling to
produce desired results. One of the senior school heads
working in School “D” reflected:

The students, teachers, parents, BSS higher authorities and the
head teachers work like a community who believe in mutual help,
support and appreciation. We learn from each other strengths
and weaknesses and acknowledge each other’s efforts in achieving
the common school goals. Achievement of a single student is the
achievement of the whole team working behind him and we must
appreciate them all.

They have set systems in place to acknowledge, share and
celebrate students and teachers achievements. Previous
researchers have also emphasized on the significance of this
indicator (Day et al., 2016; Hitt and Tucker, 2016; Leithwood
et al., 2017; Louis and Murphy, 2017; Leithwood and Sun, 2018).
Williams (2008) reported that in high-poverty communities,
successful school leaders primarily invest in relationship
building focusing on individuals for collective progress. In an
annual report on Education in Wales, Estyn, (2015) argues that a
culture of trust, mutual empowerment, care, collaboration and
genuine partnerships amongst all levels of staff serve as the
driving force for effecting school improvement. Also, one of
the most recent studies in this field conducted in the Nigerian
perspective found that the school heads vision, trust in mutual
relationship and personal belongingness established a strong
relationship of school with the home and influenced the
overall improvement in the school leadership (Felix-
Otuorimuo, 2019).

Development of Positive and Strong Links
With the Community
There are systems in place for involvement of diffused
communities such as art and literary societies in the city,
health service providers, and global partnerships with other
international schools. Exchange of work samples, networking
of parents and distant mentoring for teachers via Skype are
regularly practiced at these schools. A large percentage of
teachers (68%) identified the culture of developing strong links
with the outer community as a reason for the success of their
school, the head teacher from School “C” supported: “we are not
in a closed shell, I encourage teachers to adopt good practices, as
long as they add to pupil achievement, change is good for
developing”. All school head teachers engaged others outside
the immediate school community, including parents and the local
community. Community—School partnership was a positive
trend that emerged from this study; research in the
international context asserts that the impact of community
involvement on school success is vague (Hull, 2012).
Nevertheless, a connection between school and family is an

influencing factor to determine a school’s success and to
improve students learning outcomes (Boyko 2015; Goodall,
2017); Dodd and Konzal, 2002; Epstein, 2001). One of the
head teachers who was working in School “A” asserted her
remarks in these words:

Learning does not begin when students enter the school, it
begins at homes and when they walk through the school gate they
bring with them culture, behaviors, language, attitudes, skills and
learning from homes and when they leave here they take back
knowledge, culture and values from the school, therefore, there is
a strong link between children, school, and families.

The participant school heads elaborated that annual
orientation sessions for parents to: keep them informed about
the school development plans; curricular interventions; teacher
training initiatives; and quantitative surveys to inquire parents
aspirations on improving the school environment and teaching
practices were some of the regular attempts at these school
branches to build a better relationship with families. It was
interesting to find that three out of four schools
communicated with parents through an official webpage.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In relation to the existing academic literature, this study
reinforces the significance of effective school leaders for
students high achievement. School head teacher has the
strongest impact on student achievement across life, school
practices, culture and quality of performance (Boyko 2015;
Böhlmark et al., 2016; Day et al., 2016; Felix-Otuorimuo, 2019;
Gurr et al., 2003). Research and practice confirm that a school
head teacher has a tremendous capacity to revolutionize school
culture to promote success and change (Elmore, 2002; Louis et al.,
2010; Leithwood et al., 2019). Findings of this study synthesize
that head teachers of the most successful primary school branches
of BSS:

• had established a whole-school approach towards students
high achievement;

• promoted a culture of trust, commitment, shared vision and
celebrate achievement at all levels of hierarchy in the school;

• practiced distributed leadership and promote a culture of
sharing;

• involved all stakeholders in creating a shared sense of
direction for the school;

• prioritized teachers professional development by setting
contexts for learning and creating opportunities for
learning embedded in day-to-day campus-life; and

• practiced democratic leadership style and worked towards
building positive links with the community.

The repertoire of effective leadership practices presented in
existing academic literature encompasses the findings reported by
this study. Research categorizes leadership development as a
lifelong learning process (Hull, 2012), the researchers make
the following recommendations that contribute more to school
success:
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Provision of Training
Although there was no standard approach to the provision of
leadership development the Beaconhouse School System should
organize in-service programs for school head teachers concerning
their school context. When there are no other prerequisites,
strong in-service programs should encourage the development
of advanced leadership skills. Three out of four school head
teachers who participated in this research did not have 16 years of
education, on a larger scale school senior leadership teams should
be encouraged to uplift their academic qualifications to keep
abreast of modern educational trends.

Sharing of Good Practices
For a vast network of school systems underpinned by identical
vision, philosophy and standard operating procedures; the
Beaconhouse School System should promote the culture of
sharing of good practices of successful schools to promote
excellence across the system.

Lessons for Other Schools
These recommendations are specifically supportive for further
improvement of the school leadership and consequently school
success for the BSS- one of the largest private school networks in
the country. Nevertheless, the results of the study have
implications for the other competitive private school networks
that share common characteristics of school headship. Some of
the results may be useful for the primary schools being governed
and managed by the government of Punjab in Pakistan.

Findings from this study my serve like a blueprint for low-cost
private schools to establish systems for in-house teachers
professional development, strategic school improvement

planning, monitoring and evaluation, and create a sense of
school community in collaboration with multi-stakeholders.
This study has opened several avenues for other private
schools to explore, contextualize and advance towards a
systematic leadership program within their organization.
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Whether chief executive officer (CEO) turnover can improve top management team

(TMT) creativity is an important issue that remains to be solved. Based on the

theoretical background of CEO turnover, team creativity, and cross-cultural context,

this study proposes a theoretical model to answer the question and introduces

leadership identity as a moderator simultaneously. The multiple regression analysis

of data obtained from 903 executives in 104 top management teams revealed CEO

voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern, CEO voluntary resignation/external

succession pattern, and CEO forced resignation/internal succession pattern separately

had a significant positive impact on TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context; leadership

identity partially moderated the relationship between CEO turnover and TMT creativity.

According to these findings, only three patterns of CEO turnover could promote

TMT creativity, and leadership identity enhanced the positive effects of CEO voluntary

resignation/internal succession pattern, CEO voluntary resignation/external succession

pattern, and CEO forced resignation/internal succession pattern on TMT creativity in

a cross-cultural context. These made up for the lack of theoretical research on the

relationships among CEO turnover, TMT creativity and leadership identity, which could

provide the scientific guidance to conduct the CEO turnover practice and improve TMT

creativity in a cross-cultural context.

Keywords: CEO turnover, TMT creativity, leadership identity, moderating effect, cross-cultural context

INTRODUCTION

With the integration of the world economy and the increasing number of global cities,
more and more enterprises go abroad to carry out the transnational business activities
and form the cross-cultural enterprises, thus cross-cultural management has become a hot
research topic. The research about the cross-cultural management focuses on how to overcome
the conflicts caused by the cultural differences and carry out the effective management in
the cross-cultural context (Sun, 2008). Cultural conflict is a process of mutual opposition
and exclusion between different forms of culture or cultural elements, and it not only
refers to the conflicts that the multinational corporations are contradictory with different
cultural concepts of the host country when they operate in the other countries but also
includes the conflicts arising because employees belong to countries with different cultural
backgrounds in an enterprise (Zhang, 2000). Especially for top management team (TMT) in
a multinational corporation whose members come from different countries and have great

161

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.610526
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2021.610526&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-25
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:rpff2000@163.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.610526
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.610526/full


Rong and Wang CEO Turnover and TMT Creativity

differences not only in age, educational background, and
work experience but also in ideas,beliefs, values, and intrinsic
motivations, they are easier to produce the various contradictions
and conflicts in the process of the collective decision-making
(Segaro et al., 2014).

Top management team composed of CEO (chief executive
officer), general manager, deputy general manager, and senior
managers who report directly to the above is a small group of
senior managers, which is led by the CEO, and undertakes the
important mission of formulating and implementing strategic
decisions as the core decision-making group of an enterprise
(Rong et al., 2018). In a cross-cultural context, the formulation
and implementation of strategic decisions are fraught with
uncertainty and complexity, and these require TMT to be
innovative; TMT members must be able to get the new ideas
and methods to solve the complex decision-making problems
creatively (Rong et al., 2019a). TMT creativity is the ability for
TMT members to present the innovative and practical ideas
for the management practice and strategic decisions (Shin and
Zhou, 2007). In the past, scholars mainly studied team creativity
in the general teams, revealed the effects of task difficulty, and
team diversity on team creativity and the curvilinear relationship
between ethical leadership and team creativity. For example,
http://doi.or.kr/10.PSN/ADPER6803014815; Chae et al. (2015)
found managers needed to increase team diversity so that
their teams could maximize team creativity through rigorous
exploration and exploitation in the case of a difficult task;
Mo et al. (2019) revealed an inverted U-shaped relationship
between ethical leadership and team creativity, and the teams
would exhibit more creativity when there was a moderate
level of ethical leadership than when there were very low
or high levels. Compared with a general team, TMT in a
multinational corporation is at a higher level of management,
undertakes a larger mission, handles the more complex tasks,
and requires team members to have more knowledge and skills;
therefore, TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context is worthy
of study by scholars. Fortunately, some scholars have noticed
this and studied the internal mechanism, in which paternalistic
leadership and transformational leadership influenced TMT
creativity (Chang et al., 2016; Kim, 2017). These studies show
team creativity is the crystallization of collective wisdoms to TMT
members, and the leadership behavior is a crucial factor affecting
TMT creativity; the scientific leadership behavior contributes to
motivating TMT creativity. Therefore, if the CEO as the leader
of TMT changed, how would it affect TMT creativity in a cross-
cultural context?

The CEO employed by the board of directors is the highest
executive officer who represents the board of directors to deal
with the day-to-day affairs of the enterprise (You et al., 2020).
CEO as the leader of TMT is the core maker of the strategic
decision-making, his management level and decision-making
ability often determine the rise and fall of an enterprise (Zhang
et al., 2005), and the selection and the turnover of CEO are the
most important things for the enterprise as a result (Sun and
Huang, 2012). In the 1960s, Grusky (1960) first put forward the
empirical research model of CEO turnover and pointed out CEO
turnover was the key factor that affected enterprise structure and

leads to enterprise instability. Since then, scholars have mainly
studied the internal mechanism of CEO turnover (Huang et al.,
2019) and the relationship between CEO turnover and corporate
value based on the principal-agent theory (Chen et al., 2019;
Jarva et al., 2019). CEO turnover in a multinational corporation
includes two successive events: the former CEO resignation
and the successor CEO succession; it is a complex process and
may lead to the change of top managers and enterprise value
in different degrees (Zhang et al., 2005), and results in the
reorganization of TMT and the changes of both TMT creativity
and enterprise strategies, but, up to now, no scholars have
studied its internal mechanism. In addition, social identity theory
holds that the learning and imitation of subordinates toward
the leaders are based on a high degree of recognition of the
leaders (Ambrose et al., 2018). Therefore, the learning and the
imitation coming from TMT members to CEO are premised on
the recognition toward CEO and the acceptance of his working
concept. Leadership identity as a cognitive state that reflects
the appreciation and acceptance of TMT members toward CEO
(Ambrose et al., 2018; Li et al., 2018) is an important moderating
factor that affects the relationship between CEO turnover and
TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context, but how to adjust
is still unknown. Therefore, can CEO turnover improve TMT
creativity in a cross-cultural context? And how can the leadership
identity of TMTmembers play a moderating role in this process?
This study will try to answer these questions.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

CEO Turnover
According to the principal-agent theory, CEO is appointed by
the board of directors in a multinational corporation, and the
board of directors has the power to dismiss a CEO and employ
a new one any time (Owen and Temesvary, 2019). Therefore,
as far as the willingness to leave is concerned, CEO turnover in
a cross-cultural context can be divided into two types: the first
one is voluntary and the next is forced. Voluntary resignation is
the voluntary behavior of CEO in a multinational corporation
who voluntarily abandons his position and transfers the power
to the successor. For example, when the tenure expires, CEO
does not seek to continue to serve as a CEO but chooses to
resign and give up his position voluntarily; CEO leaves office
in a planned way, etc. Forced resignation is the passive act
of CEO in a multinational corporation, and CEO is forced to
abandon his position and transfer the power to the successor.
For example, the board of directors terminates the tenure of
CEO forcibly because of his legal liability; CEO is forced to
resign under various pressures, etc. Whatever the reasons of
CEO for departure are, the multinational corporation must find
a successor as soon as possible. As for the sources of succession,
the successor can come from the internal of the multinational
corporation on the one hand, which is to employ an existing
employee as a CEO; on the other hand, from the external of the
multinational corporation, which is to employ a CEO outside
the enterprise. To sum up, CEO turnover patterns are shown in
Figure 1. In addition, according to the social political model of
CEO turnover (Fredrickson et al., 1988), the successor, especially
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FIGURE 1 | CEO turnover patterns.

for the one coming from the external of the enterprise, must face
the pressure and power struggle of the original TMT members
(Karaevli, 2007). Therefore, the successor must prove his ability
and establish his prestige in the quickest and most powerful
way to eliminate the pressure of the political conflict and power
struggle within the team in a cross-cultural context (Liu, 2015).

Team Creativity
Team creativity is a collection of new and useful ideas, and it is
an innovative result formed by team members through collective
decision-making after fully considering various views (Dong
et al., 2017). In the fierce international market competition,
team creativity is an important source for the multinational
corporation to carry out the innovative practice and maintain
the competitive advantage; improving team creativity has become
the key for a multinational corporation to develop (Lin and Yi,
2020). Ma et al. (2020) found if the team leader could identify
the knowledge needed for the innovation and motivate team
members with the different knowledge; it would help to improve
the level of team creativity. Therefore, scholars have studied what
kind of leadership style of the team leader can stimulate team
creativity more effectively (Zhao et al., 2020). CEO turnover
means replacing the team leader with a different leadership style
for TMT so as to investigate whether the successor can properly
handle the various problems and stimulate TMT creativity more
effectively. Thus, it can be seen that this study is an extension and
expansion of the existing research on team creativity.

Cross-Cultural Context
When a multinational corporation enters the international
market, it will inevitably face all kinds of cross-cultural
differences. The key to the successful operation of a multinational
corporation is to correctly understand and actively deal with
these cross-cultural differences. Cross-cultural management is to
overcome the differences between the heterogeneous cultures,
reshape the unique culture of the enterprise, and, finally, create
the management behavior with outstanding performance (Sun,

2008). TMT members of a multinational corporation often
have the cross-cultural context, which makes it easy to have a
variety of cognitive conflicts among TMT members (Rong et al.,
2019b). However, the multicultural background can also provide
diversified information and more alternatives for the collective
decision-making of TMT (Pisani et al., 2018). Therefore, the
focus of this study is whether the successor can grasp the
positive role brought by the cross-cultural context of TMT in a
multinational corporation and avoid its negative impact after the
CEO turnover.

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

The Impact of CEO Turnover on TMT
Creativity in a Cross-Cultural Context
How the leadership behavior affects team creativity is a widely
debated topic, and there is no consensus yet. According to
the theory of creativity composition, creativity is closely related
to knowledge, intelligence (including intellect, observation,
memory, and other abilities), and good personality; they interact
and influence one another, and ultimately determine the
creativity level of a person, and the leadership behavior guides
team members to form the good personalities by changing
their knowledge and intelligence so as to change their intrinsic
motivations and improve their creativity levels (Chen et al.,
2013). Zhao et al. (2019) found that CEO-empowering leadership
endows TMT members with greater management authority
through authorization so that they have the opportunities to
engage in a work different from the past, acquire the new
knowledge and experience, and improve their abilities so as to
generate the diversified cognition and improve their creativities
in teamwork; Chen et al. (2016) found that CEO transformational
leadership can stimulate the strong learning motivations of TMT
members by carrying out positive management changes and lead
TMT to conduct the team learning and creative thinking to
acquire new knowledge and innovative skills so as to effectively
enhance TMT creativity. All of these show that the different
CEOs will take different ways to stimulate TMT creativity. And,
next, this study will analyze one by one how the internal or
external successor stimulates TMT creativity in combination
with the different CEO turnover patterns under the cross-
cultural background.

As shown in Figure 1, Pattern I represents CEO voluntary
resignation/internal succession, in which the former CEO
voluntarily abandons his post, and the board of directors of
the multinational corporation appoints a successor coming
from the internal of the enterprise. In this pattern, the CEO
voluntarily gives up the position due to the expiration of his
tenure or due to other reasons so as to avoid aggravating the
internal contradictions of TMT and naturally resolve the possible
interpersonal conflicts within TMT (Rong et al., 2019b). At
the same time, the successor coming from the internal of the
enterprise is usually familiar with the corporate culture formed
by the multinational corporation and the existing operation
mechanism of TMT, and understands the team tasks, objectives,
and operation rules so he can quickly adapt to the new job
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requirements and lead TMT members to continue to complete
the team mission (Shao and Zhu, 2017). And the successor
coming from the enterprise is also very clear about the current
situation and problems faced by TMT, so it is easier for him to put
forward some new solutions to integrate TMT (such as changing
the existing structure of TMT through the personnel changes;
encouraging TMT members to participate more actively in the
strategic decision-making and share their personal views, etc.) for
improving team operation based on the former CEO, take the
new measures (for example, the internal successor can promote
the frank communications and exchanges among TMTmembers
by cultivating a good team working atmosphere and strengthen
the cooperation among TMT members) to resolve the various
contradictions and problems in the decision-making process of
TMT, and stimulate TMT creativity. For example, the internal
successor can choose to follow the effective ways of the former
CEO to stimulate TMT creativity, advocate a more open and
inclusive team working atmosphere than before, and encourage
TMT members with the different knowledge and background
to share their opinions more actively and communicate with
one another frankly so as to obtain the more creative strategies.
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is proposed as follows:

H1: the CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern
has a significant positive impact on TMT creativity in a cross-
cultural context.

Pattern II represents CEO voluntary resignation/external
succession, in which the former CEO voluntarily abandons his
post and the board of directors of the multinational corporation
appoints a successor coming from the external of the enterprise.
In this pattern, the CEO voluntarily gives up the position, which
ensures the stability of the internal structure for TMT. However,
due to the lack of a suitable successor inside, the enterprise
has to choose and employ a successor from the external of
the enterprise. And the new external successor usually faces
the following problems in a cross-cultural context (Shao and
Zhu, 2017). First, the external successor needs to integrate into
the new team, strive to become a member of TMT, and get
the trust and support from the other team members as soon
as possible. Second, the external successor needs to properly
handle the various contradictions within the team so that TMT
can get rid of the negative impact that is caused by the former
CEO resignation or other reasons as soon as possible and lead
TMT to complete the new team mission. Although facing
many difficulties, the external successor will also bring new
management concepts and methods to TMT, such as making the
new operation rules in a cross-cultural context, standardizing
the operation process of TMT, or redefining the team objectives,
and making more diversified action plans based on the different
perspectives generated by the multicultural conflicts to ensure
the team tasks are completed (Liu et al., 2019). In addition, the
external successor can also input a lot of new knowledge for
TMT, help TMT members broaden their knowledge boundaries,
and enrich the existing knowledge systems so as to improve
their creativities (Ali et al., 2019). For example, in order to
ensure the effective implementation of the new strategies, the

external successor often implants the new management concepts
into TMT, actively shares the personal knowledge with TMT
members, and imparts his successful experience so as to enrich
the existing knowledge system of TMT members, and improve
both their cognitive level and innovation decision-making
ability. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is proposed as follows:

H2: CEO voluntary resignation/external succession pattern
has a significant positive impact on TMT creativity in a cross-
cultural context.

Pattern III represents CEO forced resignation/external
succession, in which the former CEO is forced to abandon
his post and the board of directors of the multinational
corporation appoints a successor coming from the external
of the enterprise. In this pattern, the CEO has to give
up the position because of his legal liability or the other
reasons, and, due to the lack of the suitable candidate, the
multinational corporation can only choose a suitable successor
from the external of the enterprise. However, the abnormal
departure of the former CEO often means there are many fierce
contradictions and conflicts within TMT, or greater challenges
have to be faced by TMT (Liu et al., 2013). Therefore, the
new external successor who joins the team needs to spend a
lot of time and energy to solve the problems of TMT itself at
first, for example, dealing with the unfinished tasks handed
down by the former CEO, straightening out the complex
interpersonal relationship caused by the multicultural conflict
among TMT members, and so on so that the team can get
rid of the difficulties as soon as possible and resume the
normal operation (Liu et al., 2019). In this case, the external
successor not only cannot give full play to his management
ability and stimulate TMT creativity but also may fall into
the complicated interpersonal conflicts within the team and
inhibit the formation of TMT creativity. For example, although
the external successor can bring the new management ideas,
knowledge, and methods to TMT, when the former CEO is
forced to leave, TMT members tend to pay more attention
to the existing contradictions, conflicts, and interest disputes
within the team rather than the measures of management change
taken by the external successor and whether the measures can
enhance TMT creativity. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is proposed
as follows:

H3: The CEO forced resignation/external succession pattern
has a significant negative impact on TMT creativity in a
cross-cultural context.

Pattern IV represents CEO forced resignation/internal
succession, in which the former CEO is forced to abandon
his post and the board of directors of the multinational
corporation appoints a successor coming from the internal
of the enterprise. In this pattern, the CEO has to give up his
position; it makes TMT face a lot of difficulties as mentioned
above, and fall into an awkward situation of no leader (Liu
et al., 2013). In this case, the successor coming from the
multinational corporation is often familiar with the problems
faced by TMT, such as the interpersonal conflicts, the unbalanced
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distribution of the interests, so he will take some policies and
measures different from the former CEO to try to solve the
various cultural conflicts within the team, balance the various
interests, and try his best to mobilize the enthusiasm and
the creativity of TMT members so that the team can return
to the normal operation as soon as possible (Shao and Zhu,
2017). For the internal successor, it requires him to have
excellent management abilities and skills, and be good at
dealing with the conflicts caused by the diversity of the team
culture. Of course, if the internal successor can meet these
requirements, it will help to promote the creative thinking
ability of TMT members and improve the overall level of TMT
creativity. For example, the smart internal successor will always
remind himself to take more effective measures to resolve
the various conflicts within the team, enhance the cohesion
and centripetal force of TMT, and stimulate TMT creativity
through collective wisdom. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is proposed
as follows:

H4: The CEO forced resignation/internal succession pattern
has a significant positive impact on TMT creativity in a cross-
cultural context.

Through the above analysis, it is not difficult to find that, in
the case of CEO turnover in the multinational corporations,
the internal successor mainly integrates the composition
and structure of the existing TMT to achieve a more
reasonable allocation of human resources within the team
so as to continuously cultivate the cohesion and centripetal
force of TMT, stimulate the innovation vitalities of TMT
members, and enhance TMT creativity; while the external
successor mainly inputs the new ideas and knowledge to
TMT, implements the positive management changes within
the multinational corporation, and leads TMT members to
participate in the enterprise innovation practice so as to improve
their innovation abilities. However, compared with the CEO’s
voluntary resignation, when the CEO is forced to leave, both
the internal successor and the external successor need to face
the more complex interpersonal relationships, and properly
handle and solve the existing conflicts and interest disputes
within TMT.

The Moderating Effect of Leadership
Identity
Leadership identity is a state in which subordinates define
themselves according to their relationship with a leader (Xu
and Wang, 2016). Li and Sun (2015) found subordinates
with high leadership identity have stronger imitation and
learning willingness to leadership attitude and behavior. This
is because subordinates with high leadership identity tend
to internalize the interests, goals, and values of leaders, and
are even willing to change their self-concept to make their
values, beliefs, and behaviors more similar to those of the
leaders. In addition, subordinates with high leadership identity
are often highly sensitive to the expectations of the leaders
and meet the expectations through actions (Aron, 2003). For
example, when leaders show the authoritarian behavior, the

team with high leadership identity will show such behavior
more, which means leadership identity will strengthen the
learning and imitation to leaders of subordinates (Li and Sun,
2015).

Based on the above analysis, this study believes whether the
successor can stimulate TMT creativity that depends on whether
TMT members have a high sense of identity with him when
the CEO changes in a cross-cultural context, that is, the higher
the sense of identity with the successor, the more likely TMT
members are to be highly sensitive to the expectations of the
successor and to strengthen the imitation and learning of the
innovative ideas and behaviors of the successor, and try to be
consistent with the leader so as to stimulate TMT creativity
(Ambrose et al., 2018). On the contrary, if leadership identity
is low, TMT members are more inclined to work in their own
ways rather than learning the innovation ideas and behaviors of
the successor, so it is difficult to improve the overall creativity
level for TMT (Kim, 2017). It can be seen that leadership
identity has a moderating effect between CEO turnover and
TMT creativity. Specifically, in the pattern of CEO voluntary
resignation/internal succession, after the former CEO leaves
voluntarily, the reason why the internal successor can succeed
is often because of his high prestige and recognition coming
from TMT members so that he can stand out and become a
new CEO (Shao and Zhu, 2017). This high recognition will also
enable the successor to obtain relatively long-lasting support
and trust, which make the innovation concept and innovation
strategy proposed by the successor be easy to be implemented.
In the pattern of CEO voluntary resignation/external succession,
although the CEO voluntary resignation ensures the stability of
the internal structure for TMT, the successor coming from the
external must obtain the leadership identity of TMT members
in order to carry out the work smoothly, and the higher the
sense of identity, the more stable the leadership position of the
external successor within TMT, which is more conducive to
stimulate TMT creativity by the external successor (Shao and
Zhu, 2017; Huang et al., 2019). In the pattern of CEO forced
resignation/external succession, the CEO forced resignation
often means the internal conflicts of TMT become more and
more serious, which makes it more difficult for the external
successor to obtain the leadership identity of TMT members. Of
course, if the external successor can solve the internal conflicts
of the team as soon as possible and improve the leadership
identity of TMT members, it will be of great help to enhance
team cohesion and creativity. In the pattern of CEO forced
resignation/internal succession, after the former CEO is forced
to leave office, TMT urgently needs to get rid of the trouble
of the fierce conflicts as soon as possible and move into the
normal operation, and the successor coming from the internal
of the enterprise is often expected to be high, so he has a high
sense of leadership identity, which enables team members to
move closer to the internal successor spontaneously and learn his
innovative ideas and improve the creativity themselves (Shao and
Zhu, 2017). Therefore, Hypothesis 5 is proposed as follows:

H5: In a cross-cultural context, leadership identity has a
regulatory effect between CEO turnover and TMT creativity.
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FIGURE 2 | The theoretical model.

H5a: In a cross-cultural context, leadership identity
can positively regulate the impact of CEO voluntary
resignation/internal succession pattern on TMT creativity.
H5b: In a cross-cultural context, leadership identity
can positively regulate the impact of CEO voluntary
resignation/external succession pattern on TMT creativity.
H5c: In a cross-cultural context, leadership identity
can negatively regulate the impact of CEO forced
resignation/external succession pattern on TMT creativity.
H5d: In a cross-cultural context, leadership identity
can positively regulate the impact of CEO forced
resignation/internal succession pattern on TMT creativity.

To sum up, the theoretical model of this study is shown in
Figure 2.

METHOD

Participants, Procedure, and Materials
Participants were members of TMTs in all kinds of multinational
corporations in Zhejiang Province, Jiangsu Province, and
Shanghai City in China. A survey with people who were
studying for MBA or EMBA at universities in Shanghai City
was conducted, and who were also executive staff in the
multinational corporations that had changed CEO in the past 5
years. Simultaneously, the people who were their colleagues in
the TMT in the same corporation were also invited to fill out the
survey forms with the help of the student participants, and then,
all of the completed survey forms were collected.

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee
of Shanghai Normal University, and all the participants provided
the written informed consent prior to taking part in the study.
And then, data used in this study were collected by anonymous
questionnaires, which were designed according to the existing
mature scales. Before the formal investigation, in order to ensure

the accuracy of the questionnaire, two senior experts in the
field of human resource management were invited to check
the contents of the survey items carefully, and a small-scale
questionnaire survey with only eight TMTs was conducted. After
these, the semantic expression of some items in the questionnaire
was modified so as to make them easier for the participants to
understand than before. Finally, in order to reduce the common
methodological bias caused by the same participants or the data
sources, the order of the measurement items was disrupted to
reduce the self-defense consciousness of the participants, and
the revised questionnaire (see Appendix for details) was used to
carry out the formal survey.

About 127 TMTs were surveyed; 1,132 survey forms were
distributed, and 954 were collected (84.28% response rate),
of which 903 valid forms were obtained after eliminating
the forms with the invalid responses, such as those with
missing responses or with errors in responses (response
rate = 79.77%), the participants (40.64% women) were
comprised members of 104 TMTs, and each team consisted of
nine members (SD= 3.56, range 6–13) on average. Among them,
CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern includes
32 TMTs (276 persons), CEO voluntary resignation/external
succession pattern includes 27 TMTs (252 persons), the CEO
forced resignation/external succession pattern includes 21 TMTs
(192 persons), the CEO forced resignation/internal succession
pattern includes 24 TMTs (183 persons). The descriptive statistics
of the samples are shown in Table 1.

Measures
The main variables were CEO turnover, leadership identity, and
TMT creativity. Because some multinational corporations did
not have a CEO, but through the establishment of a president
or general manager to be responsible for the implementation
of the corporate decisions and the management of the daily
affairs, CEO turnover in this study referred to the following:
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TABLE 1 | The descriptive statistics of the samples.

Demographic characteristics Characteristic range CEO voluntary

resignation/internal

succession

CEO voluntary

resignation/external

succession

CEO forced

resignation/external

succession

CEO forced

resignation/internal

succession

Gender Male 145 16.1% 139 15.5% 119 13.2% 97 10.8%

Female 127 14.1% 113 12.6% 73 8.1% 86 9.6%

Age 30–40 56 6.2% 43 4.8% 47 5.2% 35 3.9%

41–50 104 11.6% 87 9.7% 78 8.7% 72 8.0%

>50 112 12.4% 122 13.6% 67 7.4% 76 8.5%

Education level Junior college or below 41 4.6% 47 5.2% 32 3.6% 38 4.2%

Bachelor 134 14.9% 98 10.9% 83 9.2% 69 7.7%

Master or post-graduate 97 10.8% 107 11.9% 77 8.6% 76 8.4%

Tenure <3 years 22 2.5% 16 1.8% 23 2.6% 13 1.5%

3–5 years 46 5.1% 48 5.3% 31 3.5% 51 5.7%

6–10 years 92 10.2% 105 11.6% 76 8.4% 42 4.7%

>10 years 112 12.4% 83 9.2% 62 6.9% 77 8.6%

(1) in a company with a CEO, whether the CEO change was
the standard; (2) in a company without a CEO, whether the
president or general manager change was the standard. In
this study, a questionnaire survey was used to understand the
CEO turnover patterns of the surveyed enterprises, making
CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern = 1,
CEO voluntary resignation/external succession pattern = 2,
CEO forced resignation/external succession pattern = 3, CEO
forced resignation/internal succession pattern = 4. To ensure
reliability and validity, the survey was designed for the variables
of leadership identity and TMT creativity to be assessed, using
a scale that had been widely used in both China and countries
like Britain and North America, and that was scored on a Likert
five-point scale, with 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree
as anchors.

Leadership Identity
The leadership identity scale used by Chen and Chen (2017)
was modified and adopted, which included seven items, a
sample of which was “I’m happy for the success of the CEO
successor.” After data detection, it was found the Cronbach’s
α (0.84) of the leadership identity scale was >0.7, which
indicated the internal consistency of the scale was good
and the reliability was high. The square root (0.79) of the
mean variance for the variable was >0.70, which indicated
the scale had good convergence validity; the CFA analysis
of leadership identity found the normalized factor loads of
the seven items were >0.6 (p < 0.001), and the overall fit
of leadership identity model was good (χ2/df = 2.06, p <

0.001, RMR = 0.06, GFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.97,
RMSEA = 0.07), which indicated the leadership identity items
represented the different constructs and had the discriminant
validity. Generally, the leadership identity scale had good
reliability and validity.

TMT Creativity
The TMT creativity scale used by Shin and Zhou (2007) was
adopted, which included four items, a sample of which was “TMT

members often produce the new suggestions and new ideas.”
After data detection, it was found the Cronbach’s α (0.86) of
the TMT creativity scale was >0.7, which indicated the internal
consistency of the scale was good and the reliability was high.
The square root (0.83) of the mean variance for the variable
was >0.70, which indicated the scale had good convergence
validity; the CFA analysis of TMT creativity found the normalized
factor loads of the four items were >0.6 (p < 0.001), and the
overall fit of TMT creativity model was good (χ2/df = 2.13, p
< 0.001, RMR = 0.05, GFI = 0.91, IFI = 0.95, CFI = 0.93,
RMSEA = 0.06), which indicated the TMT creativity items
represented the different constructs and had the discriminant
validity. Generally, the TMT creativity scale had good reliability
and validity.

Control Variables
Findings in a previous study had shown the gender, age, tenure,
and education level of TMT members affected the operation
processes of TMT (Zhu and Peng, 2017). Accordingly, these
demographic characteristics were taken as the control variables,
and relevant data were obtained for them in the survey items.

Common Method Deviation Test
This study used the Harman single factor test to conduct the
exploratory factor analysis, six factors were selected to explain
77.23% of the total variance, and the first factor explained 26.81%.
Thus, it could be seen that there was no serious common
methodological bias in this study.

Data Aggregation Analysis
To aggregate the individual variable data of TMTmembers to the
team level, the Rwg index was adopted to evaluate the consistency
within the group of leadership identity and TMT creativity, and
the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) indexes (1) and (2)
were used to estimate the heterogeneity between groups. The
results showed Rwg index medians of leadership identity and
TMT creativity were 0.95 (M = 0.92) and 0.93 (M = 0.91), all of
which showed the evaluations of group members were consistent
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TABLE 2 | The descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender

2. Age 0.04

3. Tenure 0.02 0.06

4. Education level −0.02 −0.03 −0.03

5. Pattern I 0.11 0.02 0.05 0.08

6. Pattern II 0.06 0.07 −0.08 0.03 0.06

7. Pattern III 0.09 0.10 −0.10 0.04 0.07 0.09

8. Pattern IV −0.04 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.08

9. Leadership identity 0.10 0.07 0.17* 0.04 0.27** 0.23** −0.22* 0.25**

10. TMT creativity 0.08 −0.16* −0.07 0.18* 0.30** 0.32*** −0.20* 0.28** 0.26**

M 1.18 3.49 2.78 3.16 / / / / 3.54 3.76

SD 0.36 0.72 1.05 1.09 / / / / 1.22 1.19

N = 104. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

for each variable. The values of ICC (1) on leadership identity
and TMT creativity were 0.24 and 0.21, and the values of ICC
(2) were 0.65 and 0.63. Therefore, the individual variable data of
leadership identity and TMT creativity could be aggregated to the
team level.

RESULTS

The multiple regressions are performed to analyze the impact of
CEO turnover on TMT creativity and the moderating effect of
leadership identity between CEO turnover and TMT creativity.
The data for the variables are centralized before the multiple
regression analysis so as to further eliminate the multiple
collinearities among the variables.

Descriptive Analysis
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistical results and correlations
between the main variables.

According to Table 2, Pattern I, Pattern II, and Pattern IV are
all significantly positively correlated with leadership identity and
TMT creativity, respectively; Pattern III is significantly negatively
correlated with both leadership identity and TMT creativity;
and leadership identity is significantly positively correlated with
TMT creativity. Among the control variables, age is significantly
negatively correlated with TMT creativity; tenure is significantly
positively correlated with leadership identity, and education level
is significantly positively correlated with TMT creativity.

Hypotheses Testing
The results of the multiple regression analysis for the hypotheses
are shown in Table 3.

According to Models 2, 3, and 5 in Table 3, it can be seen
Pattern I, Pattern II, and Pattern IV separately have a significant
positive effect on TMT creativity (r = 0.436, p < 0.01; r = 0.512,
p < 0.001; r = 0.417, p < 0.01); therefore, hypotheses 1, 2, and
4 are supported. In addition, although the regression coefficient
that Pattern III affects TMT creativity is negative, the effect is not
significant, so Hypothesis 3 is not verified.

In order to test the moderating effect of leadership identity
between CEO turnover and TMT creativity, Model 6, Model
7, Model 8, and Model 9, respectively, examine the regression
results of the product terms between Pattern I, Pattern II,
Pattern III, Pattern IV, and leadership identity on TMT creativity.
Compared with Model 2, Model 3, and Model 5, Model 6
(1F = 3.196, p < 0.05), Model 7 (1F = 3.282, p < 0.01), and
Model 9 (1F = 4.112, p < 0.05) are significantly improved,
and 1R2 is 0.223, 0.302, and 0.314, respectively. Therefore,
leadership identity has the positive moderating effects between
Pattern I, Pattern II, Pattern IV, and TMT creativity, and the
moderating effect curves are shown in Figures 3–5: In the case
of high leadership identity, Pattern I, Pattern II, and Pattern IV
have greater positive impacts on TMT creativity (Slope = 0.563,
p < 0.001; Slope = 0.489, p < 0.001; Slope = 0.502, p < 0.001);
however, in the case of low leadership identity, Pattern I, Pattern
II, and Pattern IV have less positive impacts on TMT creativity
(Slope= 0.394, p< 0.001; Slope= 0.276, p< 0.001; Slope= 0.388,
p < 0.001). H5a, H5b, and H5d are supported. In addition,
compared with Model 4, Model 8 is not improved, and the effect
is not significant, so H5c is not supported. In summary, H5 is
partially supported.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Conclusions
This study analyzed the influence of CEO turnover on TMT
creativity in a cross-cultural context and explored themoderating
effect of leadership identity between CEO turnover and TMT
creativity. Research showed CEO voluntary resignation/internal
succession pattern, CEO voluntary resignation/external
succession pattern, and CEO forced resignation/internal
succession pattern separately had a significant positive impact
on TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context; leadership
identity partially moderated the relationship between CEO
turnover and TMT creativity. According to the conclusions, only
CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern, CEO
voluntary resignation/external succession pattern, and CEO
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TABLE 3 | Multiple regression analysis.

Variable Dependent variable: TMT creativity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Control variable

Gender 0.027 0.031 0.024 0.021 0.030 0.028 0.033 0.026 0.031

Age −0.086 −0.105 −0.074 −0.097 −0.082 −0.079 −0.102 −0.088 −0.075

Tenure −0.064 −0.049 −0.054 −0.038 −0.061 −0.046 −0.063 −0.042 −0.059

Education level 0.082 0.103 0.073 0.090 0.085 0.077 0.095 0.089 0.101

Independent variable

Pattern I 0.436** 0.403**

Pattern II 0.512*** 0.491***

Pattern III −0.137 −0.129

Pattern IV 0.417** 0.410**

Mediating variable

Leadership identity 0.228** 0.265** 0.209** 0.187**

Product term

Pattern I × Leadership identity 0.115*

Pattern II × Leadership identity 0.128*

Pattern III × Leadership identity −0.056

Pattern IV × Leadership identity 0.106*

R2 0.061 0.256 0.269 0.152 0.318 0.275 0.314 0.166 0.372

F 1.237 4.413** 4.265** 1.714 5.169** 5.124** 5.131** 1.708 6.015**

1R2 – 0.215 0.241 0.133 0.305 0.223 0.302 0.152 0.314

1F – 2.705* 2.755* 1.662 3.764* 3.196* 3.282* 1.635 4.112**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

forced resignation/internal succession pattern could promote
TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context, and leadership
identity enhanced the positive effects of CEO voluntary
resignation/internal succession pattern, CEO voluntary
resignation/external succession pattern, and CEO forced
resignation/internal succession pattern on TMT creativity.

Theoretical Contributions
Unlike the previous studies on general team creativity (Lin and
Li, 2020; Van Dijk et al., 2020), this study aims to explore the
influence of CEO turnover on TMT creativity in a cross-cultural
context and has made new contributions as follows.

First, through an in-depth analysis of the connotation about
CEO turnover, this study divided CEO turnover patterns into
four different types of research. As far as the existing pieces of
research were concerned, the previous studies on CEO turnover
had not made any distinction, which led to the different opinions
on the impact of CEO turnover (Chen et al., 2019; Jarva et al.,
2019). In a cross-cultural context, CEOs in the different turnover
patterns were in the different situations and had different
problems to solve. Therefore, according to the CEO turnover
intention and the sources of successors in a cross-cultural
context, this study divided CEO turnover patterns into four types:
CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession, CEO voluntary
resignation/external succession, CEO forced resignation/external
succession, and CEO forced resignation/internal succession.

Since then, the four CEO turnover patterns had been studied in
depth in this study.

Second, this study explored the positive impact of CEO
turnover on TMT creativity. The existing studies only focused
on how leaders with different styles influenced TMT creativity
from the perspective of team leaders (Chang et al., 2016; Kim,
2017), but had not studied the other antecedents of those
affected TMT creativities. Based on the study of Grusky (1960),
CEO turnover was introduced into the TMT research field in
this study and divided into four patterns. The results showed
both CEO voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern,
CEO voluntary resignation/external succession pattern, and CEO
forced resignation/internal succession pattern had a significant
positive impact on TMT creativity in a cross-cultural context
separately; it revealed the origins of TMT creativity and answered
the question of whether CEO turnover could promote TMT
creativity in a cross-cultural context theoretically.

Third, this study found the moderating effect of leadership
identity between CEO turnover and TMT creativity in a cross-
cultural context. Similar to the research of Xu and Wang
(2016), this study confirmed leadership identity could regulate
the influence of leaders on subordinates; the difference lied
in the fact that leadership identity was introduced into the
specific organizational context of CEO turnover, and whether the
identification of TMT members to the successor of CEO helped
to adjust the impact of CEO turnover on TMT creativity. The
research on the moderating effect of leadership identity further
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FIGURE 3 | The moderating effect of leadership identity in the relationship

between pattern I and TMT creativity.

FIGURE 4 | The moderating effect of leadership identity in the relationship

between pattern II and TMT creativity.

FIGURE 5 | The moderating effect of leadership identity in the relationship

between pattern IV and TMT creativity.

broadened the application scope of the social identity theory and
provided a new situational perspective for revealing the internal
process to TMT.

Practical Contributions
The practical contributions of this study are mainly reflected in
the following aspects.

First, this study points out the directions for the enterprises
in a cross-cultural context to choose the appropriate CEO
turnover pattern. For the enterprises in a cross-cultural context,
how to change CEO to ensure the smooth transition of the
power and stimulate TMT creativity through the correct
leadership of the successor is a very important issue. According
to the conclusions of this study, the enterprises in a cross-
cultural context may choose the most appropriate CEO
turnover pattern from the following three types according
to the situation of themselves; they are CEO voluntary
resignation/internal succession pattern, CEO voluntary
resignation/external succession pattern, and CEO forced
resignation/internal succession pattern; that is because only
these three CEO turnover patterns can stimulate TMT
creativity and improve TMT decision-making efficiency in
a cross-cultural context.

Second, this study provides theoretical guidance on
how to stimulate TMT creativity through the correct
leadership of the CEO in a cross-cultural context. In order
to stimulate TMT creativity, based on the conclusions
of this study, the enterprises in a cross-cultural context
should try their best to adopt CEO voluntary resignation
to reduce the harmful emotional conflicts within TMT
firstly so that TMT can return to the normal operation
process as soon as possible. And then, the successor should
integrate into TMT as soon as he can, strive to play an
exemplary role, stimulate the innovation vitality of TMT
members, improve the team learning ability continuously, and
realize the innovation of the decision-making through the
collective wisdom.

Finally, this study makes the way for promoting the
positive interaction between CEO and TMT members and
realizing the harmonious coexistence between them in a cross-
cultural context. The enterprises in a cross-cultural context
should make full use of the moderating role of leadership
identity between CEO turnover and TMT creativity, strive
to create a good team-working atmosphere, cultivate the
sense of leadership identity coming from TMT members
to the successor so as to make the goal of team leaders
and team members consistent, improve the cohesion and
centripetal force of TMT, and realize the harmonious
coexistence between the successor and TMT members in a
cross-cultural context.

Limitations and Directions for the Future
Research
There are several limitations to this study. First, considering that
there are many specific reasons for CEO turnover, it is difficult
to research them one by one in a study. Therefore, this study
uses the method of dividing CEO turnover types according to
the willingness to leave for a CEO rather than studying CEO
turnover according to the specific reasons for turnover, which
may have some limitations. The future research can use the case
study method to analyze the specific reasons of CEO turnover.
Second, this study follows the concept and measurement
of western scholars on TMT creativity, lacking the specific
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connotation of the variable in Chinese local environments.
Especially in a cross-cultural context, the influencing factors
of TMT creativity may be quite different from those in the
West. Therefore, the measurement scale of TMT creativity in
the context of Chinese local culture is urgently needed to be
developed. Third, although this study collects the cross-sectional
data through the questionnaires to verify the rationality of the
theoretical model, the influence of CEO turnover on TMT
creativity and the moderating effect of leadership identity are
the dynamic processes, and their performance may vary at
different time points. Therefore, it is necessary to adopt the
longitudinal research paradigm to further reveal the intrinsic
process mechanism dynamically. Fourth, this study does not
consider how CEO turnover influences TMT creativity through
the individual psychological responses of teammembers and how
leadership identity plays a moderating role through an individual
member. Therefore, constructing a cross-level model to analyze
the effects of CEO turnover and leadership identity on individual
psychological and behavioral responses of TMT members is the
direction for further research.
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APPENDIX: THE QUESTIONNAIRE

Control variable

1. What is your gender? (A) male (B) female
2. How old are you? (A) 30–40 years old (B) 41–50 years old

(C) >50 years old
3. What is your highest education level? (A) junior college or

below (B) bachelor (C) master or post-graduate
4. How long do you serve as an executive? (A) <3 years (B) 3–5

years (C) 6–10 years (D) >10 years

CEO turnover pattern (only for CEO)

5. What is your pattern of succeeding as CEO? (A) CEO
voluntary resignation/internal succession pattern (B) CEO
voluntary resignation/external succession pattern (C) CEO
forced resignation/external succession pattern (D) CEO
forced resignation/internal succession pattern

Leadership identity

6. I am happy for the success of the CEO successor.

7. I am proud to be a subordinate to the
CEO successor.

8. I trust the CEO successor completely.
9. I have great respect for the CEO successor.
10. The values that the CEO successor believes in are also

important to me.
11. My values are close to those of the CEO successor.
12. The CEO successor is an example for me to learn

and act.

TMT creativity

13. TMT members often produce the new suggestions and
new ideas.

14. The new suggestions and new ideas generated by TMT
members are very important.

15. The new suggestions and new ideas generated by TMT
members are of great value.

16. The new suggestions and new ideas generated
by TMT members contribute to the team
decision-making.
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Although researchers have argued that a leader’s positive affective display effectively 
induces work motivation among members, it has not always resulted in desirable outcomes. 
This research addresses these critical issues and explains why individuals react differently, 
by considering the three-way interaction of the characteristics of expression, the positive 
affect of the members, and quality of leader-member exchange (LMX). To verify our 
hypotheses, 698 days from 47 leaders and 146 members were collected through the 
Experience Sampling Method. The analysis was conducted using HLM, and the results 
showed that, for members with high quality LMX, the positive effect of perceived deep 
acting on work engagement was strengthened when positive affect was high, and the 
negative effect of perceived surface acting was weakened when positive affect was high. 
On the other hand, members with low-quality LMX showed a stronger positive effect of 
perceived deep acting on work engagement when positive affect was high, and the 
negative effect of perceived deep acting was mitigated when positive affect was low. 
These results demonstrate that quality of LMX serves as a context of the affective display 
between leaders and members, and the effect of displaying positive affect relies on 
members’ perception of the characteristics of the expression and the affective state.

Keywords: perceived deep acting, perceived surface acting, positive affect, quality of leader-member exchange, 
work engagement

INTRODUCTION

Many organizations and experts have highlighted that a leader’s affective display is an integral 
component of the leadership process (Ashkanasy et  al., 2017). Affective display refers to all 
forms of affective expression expressed by an actor and includes verbal, non-verbal, and facial 
expressions (Van Kleef, 2016). In terms of emotional management, it is expected that positive 
affective display by leaders, in particular, will induce members’ desirable work-related outcomes, 
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like motivation and engagement (George, 2000; Lin et al., 2016). 
The most traditional and predominant explanation for this is 
the contagion effect of affect, according to which, through 
affective display, the positive affect by a leader will be transmitted 
to members, thereby increasing the latter’s work motivation 
(Hatfield et  al., 1994; Bono and Ilies, 2006). Empirically, some 
studies have demonstrated that positive affective display increases 
psychological safety, job resources, and proactive behaviors of 
members (Liu et  al., 2017; Cooper et  al., 2018).

While significant efforts have been made in recent years 
to understand the role and the mechanism of a leader’s positive 
affective display, many researchers have underlined potential 
problems and argued that the effects on members cannot 
be  explained solely by the contagion effect. Specifically, several 
studies have shown that a leader’s display of positive affect 
can decrease members’ efforts at work and result in negative 
work behavior depending on the situation (Gaddis et al., 2004; 
Sy et  al., 2005; Visser et  al., 2013). Therefore, this study deals 
with the research question of why a leader’s positive expressions 
may not always engender desirable results for subordinates.

To address this paradox, we  draw upon the emotion as 
social information (EASI) theory (Van Kleef, 2009, 2016), 
which states that social information is contained in displayed 
affect, so that observers form responses based on the judgment 
of this information. Specifically, this theory emphasizes that 
the observer’s reaction can be  altered depending on the 
characteristics of expression, context, and self. Accordingly, 
members’ work-related response is induced not only by the 
valence of the displayed affect, but by their own understanding 
of the expression (Groth et  al., 2009; Wang and Seibert, 
2015). In addition to the authenticity of the affective display, 
since interaction with a leader is a daily occurrence in a 
lasting relationship, members make a judgment based on 
the established relationship with leaders (Fisk and Friesen, 
2012; Liu et al., 2017). Moreover, as the affective state serves 
as a background of reaction to workplace events, a member’s 
work-related response to a leader’s positive affective display 
can alter in accordance with the affective state of the member 
(Forgas, 1995; Janssen et  al., 2010).

The purpose of this research is to divide a leader’s positive 
affective display into whether it is perceived as deep acting 
or surface acting, and to examine three-way interaction effects 
by quality of LMX (leader-member exchange) and positive 
affect for each. The nature of the relationship serves as the 
fundamental background of interaction, influencing the meaning 
and social impact of the affective display (Van Kleef et  al., 
2010b). Therefore, we  consider quality of LMX as a context, 
suggesting that the quality of LMX encourages members to 
interpret the meaning of deep and surface acting differently. 
In addition, we  argue that a member’s work response is also 
dependent on the positive affect.

Additionally, we  consider the level of analysis in order to 
verify the effect of a leader’s positive affective display on 
members elaborately. Firstly, a leader’s affective display and 
members’ positive affect are essentially a within-person-level 
phenomenon. Affective display is inconsistent because it is 
the reactive aspect of a leader’s workplace events 

(Cropanzano et  al., 2017). The affective state of the members 
also fluctuates every moment as the circumstances around them 
change (Beal and Ghandour, 2011). Since LMX is stable and 
established differently across the members, it should 
be  considered at the between-person level (Henderson et  al., 
2009). Consideration of the within-person level reflects the 
complex changing situations, enabling accurate capture of the 
interpersonal effects of the affective display (Diefendorff et  al., 
2019). Accordingly, we address the affective display and members’ 
reactions at the within-person level and consider quality of 
LMX as a between-person-level moderator and positive affect 
as a within-person-level moderator.

The implications of our research are as follows. The 
current paper contributes to the leader’s affective display 
literature by demonstrating how a leader’s positive affective 
display influences members comprehensively. Specifically, 
we  highlight how members’ response to displayed affect 
can differ depending on the perception of expression, positive 
affect, and quality of LMX. Second, this study links the 
leadership field with the work engagement field by 
demonstrating the role of a leader in members’ work 
engagement experience through a multilevel perspective. 
Finally, we  indicate that in order to understand the 
interpersonal effect of affective display, it is imperative to 
consider the observer’s affective state and that in the continuing 
relationship between the leader and the member, quality of 
LMX serves as an important relational context. These findings 
contribute toward expanding the field of affective display 
and the EASI theory.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND 
HYPOTHESES

Members’ Reaction to Leader’s Affective 
Display
According to the EASI theory (Van Kleef, 2016), members 
capture the social information from the affect displayed and 
determine their work behavior based on that information. 
Social information comprises a leader’s intention, orientation, 
or judgment of member’s work (Visser et  al., 2013; Wang 
et al., 2018). For example, depending on the situation, a member 
will likely believe that the leader has displayed a positive affect 
to provide encouragement or convey sarcasm; the various 
expressions could induce diverse work responses depending 
on the interpretation. It should be  borne in mind that the 
valence of affect does not regulate this cognitive process; rather, 
it is based on the characteristics of expression, relational context, 
and the state of the members, which act as the cue to make 
a judgment (Van Kleef et  al., 2010b).

In this study, we  distinguish the type of positive affective 
display in terms of deep and surface acting, depending on the 
expression’s authenticity. These concepts are typically used in 
the emotional labor field. Deep acting refers to a leader displaying 
a more natural and genuine affect, while surface acting means 
the leader is concealing the true affect and expressing a fake 
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affect (Humphrey et al., 2008; Humphrey, 2012; Grandey et al., 2013).  
Therefore, if a member perceives the leader’s positive affective 
display as deep acting, it will be  considered affective support 
for the members and used as a social resource to build motivation 
and accomplish tasks (Gardner et  al., 2009; Fisk and Friesen, 
2012). However, if it is perceived as surface acting, the member 
will believe that the leader has deceived him/her and evaluate 
the leader’s hidden intention in a negative way (Groth et  al., 
2009). Consequently, the member’s work morale may decrease 
and he/she may be  reluctant to behave for the leader  
(Hu and Shi, 2015; Hideg and Van Kleef, 2017).

In conjunction with the type of expression, members’ 
cognitive judgments depend on the nature of their relationship 
with the leader (Van Kleef et al., 2010a). Unlike other settings 
(e.g., customer service), affective expression among internal 
members (especially the leader) has a more complex – but 
powerful – impact, because they have a rather long-lasting 
relationship (Gooty et al., 2010; Ashkanasy et al., 2017). LMX 
refers to the quality of the exchange relationship established 
between the leader and individual members. The quality of 
LMX varies across members (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). 
The LMX theory suggests that, in contrast to low-quality 
LMX characterized by economic exchange, high-quality LMX 
features trust, support, and loyalty, whereby members express 
emotional attachment toward their leader (Liden et  al., 1997; 
Henderson et  al., 2009). In addition, members with high-
quality LMX are more likely to assess the leader’s expression 
favorably; they will also likely regard emotional support as 
more than a mere role of a leader and reciprocate accordingly 
(Martin et  al., 2018). Therefore, the quality of LMX, as a 
relational context, can make a difference in the meaning and 
interpretation of the expression that members accept.

Finally, a member’s affective state should also be considered 
in order to understand his/her reaction. Positive affect refers 
to the extent to which an individual feels enthusiastic, excited, 
and interested, and fluctuates every moment (Watson et  al., 
1988). When positive affect is high, individuals are full of 
energy, confident in their work, and tend to view the target 
with optimism (Lopez et  al., 2018). According to Forgas’ 
(1995), affect serves as the basis for forming individual 
responses. In a positive state, members heuristically judge 
the leader’s expression more positively and respond 
accordingly. Meanwhile, some scholars argue that positive 
affect functions as a personal resource, enriching job resources 
and making better use of available resources (Janssen et  al., 
2010; McGrath et  al., 2017). The broaden-and-build (B&B; 
Fredrickson, 2001) theory elucidates that positive affect 
extends the scope of an individual’s interest, thinking, and 
behavior to bring in resources and manage them on his/
her own in order to cultivate motivation for work. For 
example, optimistic thinking increases resilience, while social 
support gained through interactions is used as a resource 
for work (Gorgievski et  al., 2011; Lopez et  al., 2018). Based 
on the arguments above, we  propose that positive affect 
represents a member’s state at the moment when the leader 
displays positive affect; concurrently, it alters the member’s 
judgment of the expression.

Leader’s Positive Affective Display and 
Work Engagement
In this study, we  focus on work engagement as a member’s 
desirable outcome of a leader’s positive affective display. Work 
engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling state of mind 
for one’s work, and affectively highly a motivated state (Schaufeli 
and Bakker, 2004). The importance of work engagement has 
been emphasized because engaged members behave proactively 
to enhance the organization’s effectiveness and contribute to 
productivity (Xanthopoulou et  al., 2009; Rich et  al., 2010; 
McGrath et  al., 2017). Previous studies have characterized a 
leader as an emotional manager, in an effort to increase members’ 
engagement (Christian et  al., 2011; Tanskanen et  al., 2019). It 
is expected that positive expressions from the leader will induce 
members’ positive affect and foster ambition at work (Goswami 
et  al., 2016; Cooper et  al., 2018). Therefore, we  aim to reveal 
when and how a leader’s positive affective display can trigger 
members’ work engagement. We  divide the context into high- 
and low-quality LMX, and discussed how perceived deep and 
surface acting of a positive expression impact work engagement 
according to a member’s positive affect.

We also argue that members with high-quality LMX regard 
a leader’s positive affective display as a more valuable form 
of social support, which has been perceived as deep acting. 
This is attributable to affective support from the leader, who 
trusts and supports such members (Liden et al., 1997). Members 
will evaluate this as more than just social support and consider 
the interaction with a leader to bring in more valuable job 
resources, which they can use for their work (Dasborough 
and Ashkanasy, 2002; Martin et  al., 2018). Accordingly, they 
can be  driven to become absorbed in their work in return 
for support, as they feel more responsible for the leader than 
members with low-quality LMX (Henderson et  al., 2009). 
Furthermore, regarding this influence, we  predict that this 
positive affect will be  strengthened when members are in a 
positive affective state. According to positive psychology research, 
members with a positive affective state can better utilize the 
resources gained to achieve their own work goals (Janssen 
et al., 2010; Knight et al., 2017). In a positive state, for example, 
members can expand their resources beyond themselves and 
use them for work, unlike a relatively not positive state when 
members use acquired social resources to improve their current 
affective state (Fredrickson, 2001). Therefore, in a positive 
affective state, members can manage resources more successfully 
and can become engaged in their work based on abundant 
job resources in order to return the leader’s support (Lyubomirsky 
et  al., 2005; Eisenberger et  al., 2014). Drawing on this logic, 
we  derive the following hypothesis:

H1: For members with high-quality LMX, the positive 
effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement will 
be strengthened when the positive affect is high compared 
to when it is low.

Meanwhile, a positive affective display perceived as surface 
acting makes members believe that the leader is not genuinely 
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positive and has conveyed a fake affect (Gardner et  al., 2009). 
Although the leader has been deceitful, members with high-
quality LMX are more likely to judge the leader’s intention 
favorably, and will conclude that there is a problem with the 
current state based on information about the actual affect (Fisk 
and Friesen, 2012; Van Kleef, 2016). Simultaneously, we  assert 
that if members experience this interaction in a non-positive 
state, work engagement will diminish, but in a positive state, 
the negative influence of the perceived surface acting on work 
engagement will be  mitigated. Since members who are not in 
a positive state lack available resources, it is difficult to become 
engaged in work without external assistance (Hobfoll, 1989). 
Specifically, based on perceived surface acting, it is challenging 
to experience work engagement, since members believe that 
they cannot receive resources from the leader, and that there 
is a problem with the work situation (Halbesleben et  al., 2014; 
Uy et al., 2017). However, in a positive affective state, members 
assess the potential work situation and leader’s intention more 
optimistically, thereby alleviating the negative effects of inference 
(Ortony et  al., 1990; Lopez et  al., 2018). Furthermore, in such 
a state, members devote abundant resources to perform their 
work roles and strive to solve the presumed problems for the 
leader (McGrath et  al., 2017). Consequently, the inference of 
the surface acting is less likely to hinder motivation, and the 
negative effect of perceived surface acting on work engagement 
will decline. Accordingly, we  suggest the following hypothesis:

H2: For members with high-quality LMX, the negative 
effect of perceived surface acting on work engagement will 
be weakened when the positive affect is high compared to 
when it is low.

In contrast, members with low-quality LMX will view the 
perceived deep acting of positive expression as a leader’s role 
merely. These members only form transactional relationships, 
so they do not see the cause of genuine expression as favorable, 
like members with high-quality LMX, because they believe 
the leader will not act beyond his/her obligations toward them 
(Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002; Eberly and Fong, 2013). 
Therefore, perceived deep acting will affect a member’s work 
engagement as no more than a single social resource. When 
positive affect which promotes the inflow of resources is high, 
members retain abundant resources without the leader’s support 
(Fredrickson, 2001). Since positive affect increases job resources 
(psychological resources, like resilience, and social resources, 
such as social support) to facilitate engagement, members 
develop a high level of motivation on their own (Gorgievski 
et  al., 2011; McGrath et  al., 2017). In addition, as positive 
affect helps members to continue their work behavior, the 
positive effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement 
will be  reduced (Carver and Scheier, 1990). Meanwhile, in a 
low positive affective state, where resources are scarce and it 
is challenging to remain motivated, a leader’s support is the 
only means of conserving job resources (Janssen et  al., 2010; 
Uy et  al., 2017). Accordingly, since members actively attempt 
to use a leader’s resources to experience work engagement 
(Halbesleben et  al., 2014), perceived deep acting will positively 

influence work engagement more than when positive affect is 
high. These arguments lead to the following hypothesis:

H3: For members with low-quality LMX, the positive 
effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement will 
be weakened when the positive affect is high compared to 
when it is low.

We argue that a leader’s displayed positive affect perceived 
as surface acting to members with low-quality LMX may impel 
them to make negative inferences and express pessimistic work 
reactions. They are more likely to perceive a leader’s deceitful 
behavior as inappropriate and their intentions as negative (Hideg 
and Van Kleef, 2017). Consequently, these members will 
be  dissatisfied with the interaction and demonstrate a negative 
attitude toward work, in addition to low morale (Hu and Shi, 
2015). However, when members’ positive affect is low, the 
negative effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement 
will not be  significant because the members have not already 
been engaged in their work. According to Hobfoll (1989), when 
resources are inadequate, individuals focus more internally on 
preserving their own resources. Hence, it is already impracticable 
for members to experience work engagement since they do 
not have adequate resources for their work, and there is less 
room for perceived surface acting to hamper the experience 
of engagement (Halbesleben et  al., 2014; Zacher et  al., 2019). 
Meanwhile, in a positive state, the negative effect of perceived 
surface acting will be  revealed, and members’ engagement will 
be  lowered through a negative judgment (Fisk and Friesen, 
2012). Members are in a state of cultivating work motivation 
through a highly positive affect, but are hindered by the leader’s 
positive affect expressed in surface acting, making it harder 
to continuously remain absorbed in work. Therefore, we  posit 
the following:

H4: For members with low-quality LMX, the negative 
effect of perceived surface acting on work engagement will 
be weakened when the positive affect is low compared to 
when it is high.

Figure  1 displays our research model.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure and Sample
We collected multilevel data through the Experience Sampling 
Method (ESM) to examine the hypotheses of this study. The 
ESM is a data collection method that measures participants’ 
responses repeatedly on a daily or weekly basis (Larson and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1983; Fisher and To, 2012), and is a reasonable 
way to accomplish the purpose of our study, especially since 
it has been recognized as the most valid way to measure 
interactions, affects, and daily work experiences occurring in 
the workplace (Dimotakis et  al., 2011; Podsakoff et  al., 2019). 
Moreover, this approach reduces bias and errors that arise 
from respondents’ recalling memories, so that research studies 
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have the advantage of more accurately capturing respondents’ 
experiences and within-person phenomena (Schwartz et al., 2009).

However, the ESM could result in selective nonresponse 
for participants (Fisher and To, 2012). To compensate for these 
potential problems, we  conducted a survey of the teams that 
could participate on a daily basis and informed the manager 
about it in advance. Financial incentives were offered to increase 
the motivation of participants to respond, and we  met them 
to explain about the survey. We attached an explanatory sentence 
in the questionnaire so that the participants could recall and 
clearly understand the survey; moreover, we also sent a reminder 
on a daily basis during the survey period, to encourage 
participation. In addition, the responses were completed at 
the end of work time around 4 or 5 pm, and the participants 
recorded the time of completion of the questionnaire. We  also 
announced that the confidentiality of the participants will 
be  maintained.

This study collected data from 36 organizations pertaining 
to various industries, including manufacturing, finance, and 
service, in South Korea. To enhance quality, teams consisting 
of one leader and three or more members were selected. 
We  met with the participants in advance and distributed the 
questionnaires directly, and visited them again on the last day 
of the survey. The survey was conducted with pencil-and-paper 
questionnaires, consisting of different sections depending on 
the characteristics of the variables. For example, variables, such 
as LMX, were measured before the daily variables were measured, 
and after which participants responded to questions about daily 
affective display and state. Finally, we  collected data for 1 week 
(five consecutive workdays). Moreover, we  categorized the 
questionnaires into types – for leaders and members, and 
according to the level of the variables – in order to reduce 
method biases (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). Overall, we  recruited 
47 leaders and 146 members from 47 teams as participants 
and collected a total of 698 days as final data points.

Regarding the characteristics of our sample related to leaders, 
59.57% were male; the average age was 46.37 (SD = 8.32); 51.06% 
graduated from college; the average team size was 7.51 (SD = 5.14); 
and the industry types were 25.53% in service, 19.15% in 
manufacturing, 10.64% in finance, 2.10% in distribution, and 
42.58% from other industries. With regard to the members, 
54.42% were male; the average age was 35.27 (SD = 7.95); 73.3% 
had received college education; and the average period that 
they had worked with the leader was 3.19 (SD = 4.62) years.

Measure
The continuous variables were measured using a 1–5-point 
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).

Within-Person Level
Work Engagement
This study measured the work engagement of members through 
five items developed by Schaufeli et  al. (2002), and members 
responded to their engagement every day. The example items are 
as follows: “Today, I  am  enthusiastic about my work,” “Today, 
I  am  immersed in my work,” and “Today, at my work I  always 
persevere, even when things do not go well” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85).

Perceived Deep Acting
We measured perceived deep acting by utilizing three items 
developed by Diefendorff et  al. (2005) for daily measurement. 
Members responded, and a sample item was: “Today, when a 
leader displayed positive affect toward me, the leader tried to 
actually experience the displayed affect” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).

Perceived Surface Acting
Perceived surface acting was also answered daily by the 
members, and four items were utilized, as suggested by 
Diefendorff et  al. (2005). A sample item was: “Today, when 

FIGURE 1 | Proposed research model.
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a leader displayed positive affect toward me, the leader showed 
feelings that seemed different from what the leader actually 
felt” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).

Positive Affect
The members responded to their daily positive affective state, 
which is defined as the state of being alert, happy, and excited 
(Watson et al., 1988), and measured the level of specific positive 
affect. Four items from the PANAS scale (Watson et  al., 1988) 
were used, and example items were “happy” and “excited” 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93).

Control Variables
We used the leader’s positive affective display and recovery as 
control variables at the within-person level. A leader’s positive 
affective display was measured utilizing the Positive and Negative 
Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et  al., 1988) scale, based on 
the suggestion from Bono and Ilies (2006). Four items were 
used, and one of the examples of the items was “Today at 
work, the leader displayed happy to me” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92). 
We  also controlled recovery which is highly associated with 
work engagement to exclude alternative explanations. Recovery 
was measured using three items from Sonnentag (2003) and 
one time of sleep quality suggested by Buysse et  al. (1989). 
Sample items are as follows: “Last night, I  had enough time 
to recover from the day’s work” and “The quality of sleep was 
good today” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93).

Between-Person Level
Quality of LMX
This study used seven items developed by Liden and Maslyn (1998) 
and applied it to members. A sample question was as follows: 
“My leader is a lot of fun to work with” and “I do work for 
my leader that goes beyond what is specified in my job 
description” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.95).

Control Variables
To enhance the validity of this study, the following between-
person level variables were controlled on the basis of prior research. 
We  included members’ age, education, occupation type, position, 
personality (extraversion), gender dissimilarity with the leader, 
and dyadic tenure with the leader. In addition, the averages of 
the major within-person level variables were included in the 
analysis to control the effect on the work engagement. Specifically, 
the demographic characteristics were dummy-coded with 1 for 
the most significant portion and 0 for the others, and for education, 
1 for bachelor’s degree; for occupation type, 1 for office clerk; 
for a position, 1 for staff; and for gender dissimilarity, 1 for 
different and 0 for the same. Extraversion was measured by five 
items from Goldberg’s (1999) International Personality Item Pool 
(IPIP) Big Five scale, and the example is “I make friends easily.”

Team (Leader) Level
Control Variables
We included the leader’s age, industry type, team size, leader’s 
extraversion, and positive affect in analyzing our hypotheses, 

and measured them form the leaders. Industry type has dummy-
coded the service industry with 1, and extraversion was measured 
using five items from the IPIP scale (Goldberg, 1999). The 
positive affect of the leader was measured daily for five consecutive 
days using four items of the PANAS scale (Watson et al., 1988).

Analytic Strategy
We first conducted a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis 
(MCFA) to establish the discriminant validity of our variables 
using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén and Muthén, 2017). To verify the 
validity of the used within-personal-level variables, the proportion 
of within-person variance was checked as recommended by 
Podsakoff et  al. (2019). Subsequently, since the data of this 
study included the multilevel structure, three-level random 
coefficient modeling was performed using HLM 6.02 
(Raudenbush et al., 2004) to examine the hypotheses. To enhance 
the validity of the analysis, we performed group-mean centering 
for all the used within-personal level variables, and the quality 
of LMX was grand-mean centered to reduce the potential 
collinearity problem (Hofmann and Gavin, 1998; Raudenbush 
and Bryk, 2002). In addition, implementing group-mean centering 
can reduce potential endogeneity concerns that may occur due 
to omitted variables (Antonakis et  al., 2019). Furthermore, as 
we  intended to verify the three-way interaction effect, the 
analysis was performed by hierarchical procedures that include 
control variables, predictors, interaction terms, and three-way 
interaction terms in turns.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Multilevel 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
of the variables used in this study. A series of MCFAs was 
conducted on five within-person-level variables and one between-
person-level variable (leader’s positive affective display, work 
engagement, perceived deep acting, perceived surface acting, 
positive affect, and quality of LMX). Our model [five factors 
at within-level, six between-level; χ2(469) = 991.02, root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.03, comparative 
fit index (CFI) = 0.94, Turker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.93] indicates 
a better fit to our data than alternative models; model A [four 
factors at within-level, five between-level; combined perceived 
deep acting and perceived surface acting; χ2(478) = 1766.19, 
RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.86, TLI = 0.84]; model B [three factors 
at within-level, four between-level; additionally combined work 
engagement and positive affect; χ2(485) = 2222.23, RMSEA = 0.07, 
CFI = 0.80, TLI = 0.78]; model C [two factors at within-level, 
three factors at between-level; additionally combined leader’s 
positive affective display with perceived deep acting and perceived 
surface acting; χ2(490) = 3281.11, RMSEA = 0.09, CFI = 0.69, 
TLI = 0.65]; model D [one factor at within-level, two between-
level; combined all within-person level variables; 
χ2(493) = 4920.00, RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 0.50, TLI = 0.45]; and 
model E [one factor at within-level, one factor at between-
level; combined all variables; χ2(494) = 5078.40, RMSEA = 0.11, 
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TABLE 1 | Mean, standard deviation, and correlations.

Team-level variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Leader’s age 46.37 8.32
2. Industry typea 0.26 0.44 0.04
3. Team size 7.51 5.14 0.03 0.04
4. Leader’s extraversion 3.46 0.58 0.12 0.10 0.14
5. Leader’s positive affect 3.35 0.60 0.30* 0.26 0.11 0.49**

Between-person variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Age 35.27
2. Gender dissimilarityb 0.39 0.49 0.07
3. Educationc 0.73 0.44 −0.16 −0.06
4. Occupation typed 0.65 0.48 0.11 0.20* 0.11
5. Positione 0.64 0.48 −0.21** −0.10 −0.13 −0.11
6. Tenure (with leader)f 3.19 4.62 0.47** −0.10 −0.19* −0.02 −0.30**

7. Extraversion 3.34 0.83 0.01 0.14 −0.06 −0.03 −0.01 0.03
8. Quality of LMX 3.56 0.91 −0.01 −0.13 −0.13 −0.00 0.12 −0.00 0.08
9. PA display (mean) 3.58 0.60 0.06 −0.06 −0.07 0.05 0.18* −0.07 0.14 0.68**

10. Perceived deep acting (mean) 3.45 0.63 0.01 −0.12 −0.09 0.07 0.16 0.08 0.12 0.68** 0.59**

11. Perceived surface 
acting(mean)

2.41 0.62 0.03 0.14 0.10 0.01 −0.10 −0.07 0.12 −0.61** −0.49** −0.68**

12. Positive affect (mean) 3.19 0.64 0.06 0.06 −0.12 −0.07 0.02 0.01 0.36** 0.44** 0.63** 0.33** −0.19*

Within-person variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Recovery 3.19 0.86
2. PA display 3.60 0.77 0.32**

3. Work engagement 3.36 0.63 0.46** 0.41**

4. Perceived deep acting 3.47 0.76 0.22** 0.45** 0.42**

5. Perceived surface acting 2.40 0.75 −0.14** −0.30** −0.30** −0.54**

6. Positive affect 3.25 0.76 0.51** 0.47** 0.58** 0.26** −0.16**

N = 698 (within-person), 146 (between-person), and 47 (team). 
aService industry = 1; others = 0.
bDifferent = 1; same = 0.
cBachelor’s degree = 1; others = 0.
dOffice clerk = 1; others = 0.
eStaff = 1; others = 0.
fScale is year.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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CFI = 0.48, TLI = 0.43]. Regarding the goodness-of-fit index,  
Hu and Bentler (1999) recommended that the model is acceptable 
when RMSEA < 0.05, CFI > 0.90, and TLI > 0.90. Consequently, 
since our model passed this cutoff criterion, the discriminant 
validity for our variables has been confirmed.

Partitioning of Variance
Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted null model analyses 
along with MCFA to confirm the validity of the within-person-
level variables. The null model analysis divides the variances 
of the variable into the within-person, between-person, and 
team levels, showing whether reasonable variances are distributed 
at each level, thus justifying the use of multilevel analysis, 
such as HLM. Accordingly, we  have examined whether there 
are significant within-person variances in the four main and 
one critical within-person-level variables. Based on the results 
of Table  2, all variables displayed significant variances in the 
within-person level and the proportion of within-person variance 
ranged from 38.98 to 47.54% (leader’s positive affective 
display = 47.54%; work engagement = 39.53%; perceived deep 
acting = 41.67%; perceived surface acting = 38.98%; and positive 
affect = 40.98). In addition, all the variables contained significant 
variances in the between-person (the proportion ranged from 
24.59 to 44.07%) and team (leader) levels (the proportion 
ranged from 16.95 to 28.33%). Therefore, we  have confirmed 
that our variables can represent within-person-level phenomena 
and that HLM is a valid analytical technique for our research.

Hypothesis Testing
The results of HLM analysis are shown in Table 3. Hypothesis 
1 predicted that for members of high-quality LMX, the positive 
effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement will 
be  strengthened by positive affect. Based on Model 4 of 
Table 3, a three-way interaction term among perceived deep 
acting, positive affect, and quality of LMX was shown to 
be  significant (b = 0.47, p < 0.05). We  examined a 
two-dimensional graph to check the specific aspects, and the 
perceived deep acting was more strongly positively associated 

with work engagement when the positive affect was high, 
compared to when it was low (Figure 2). As a result, hypothesis 
1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 was about the three-way interaction effect 
among perceived surface acting, positive affect, and quality of 
LMX, and for members of high-quality LMX, the negative 
effect of perceived surface acting on work engagement would 
be  mitigated when positive affect is high. In line with our 
prediction, the three-way interaction effect was significant 
(model 4 of Table  3; b = 0.35, p < 0.01), and the interaction 
figure is shown in Figure  2. The negative effect of perceived 
surface acting appeared when positive affect was low, but it 
was found to decrease when positive affect was high. Therefore, 
hypothesis 2 was also supported.

Hypotheses 3 and 4 are related to members of low-quality 
LMX, and hypothesis 3 suggested that the positive effect of 
perceived deep acting would be mitigated under a high positive 
affective state for these members. Model 4 indicated that the 
three-way interaction effect was statistically meaningful (b = 0.47, 
p < 0.05), and the two-dimensional graph in Figure  3 was also 
in line with the prediction.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the negative effect of perceived 
surface acting on work engagement would be mitigated when 
positive affect is low for members of low-quality LMX. The 
three-way interaction term was significant (model 4 of Table 3; 
b = 0.35, p < 0.01). Based on Figure  3, when positive affect 
was low, the negative effect of perceived surface acting on 
work engagement was relatively weak since members were 
already not engaged in their work as we  predicted. However, 
we  found that the negative effect was more apparent when 
the positive affect was high. As a result, hypotheses 3 and 
4 were supported.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research is to present how subordinates 
respond to leaders’ affective display and to advance a framework 
which demonstrates that, because of perception, personal, 
and contextual factors, leader’s positive expression can induce 
members’ work-related motivation. We  empirically illustrate 
the role of positive affect and quality of LMX in strengthening 
or weakening the effects of perceived deep and surface acting 
on work engagement. The results confirm the two three-way 
interaction effects; for members with high-quality LMX, the 
positive impact of perceived deep acting on work engagement 
is more strongly demonstrated in a highly positive affective 
state, while the negative influence of perceived deep acting 
is weakened when positive affect is high. Conversely, for 
members with low-quality LMX, the positive effect of perceived 
deep acting is weakened when positive affect is high, and 
the negative impact of perceived deep acting decreases when 
positive affect is low. Based on these outcomes, we  found 
that the quality of LMX serves as a relational context in 
which affective display occurs between the leader and the 
members, and that members’ positive affect changes their 
reactions to the displayed affect.

TABLE 2 | Variance components of null models for within-person-level variables.

Variables Within-person- 
level variance (e2)/

percentage

Between-person-
level variance (r2)/

percentage

Team-level 
variance (u2)/
percentage

PA display 0.29**/47.54% 0.15**/24.59% 0.17**/27.87%
Work 
engagement

0.17**/39.53% 0.16**/37.21% 0.10**/23.26%

Perceived deep 
acting

0.25**/41.67% 0.18**/30.00% 0.17**/28.33%

Perceived 
surface acting

0.23**/38.98% 0.26**/44.07% 0.10*/16.95%

Positive affect 0.25**/40.98% 0.20**/32.79% 0.16**/26.23%

The percentage of variance at within-person level in the variable was calculated as e2/
(e2 + r2 + u2); the percentage of variance at between-person level in the variable was 
calculated as r2/(e2 + r2 + u2); and the percentage of variance at the team level in the 
variable was calculated as e2/(e2 + r2 + u2). 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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Theoretical Implications
Our research makes significant theoretical contributions to the 
literature with regard to a leader’s affective display, work 
engagement, and EASI theory. First, we vividly explain the impact 
of the affective display from the perspective of members and 
emphasize the importance of considering contextual factors. Since 
the importance of a leader’s affective display has been highlighted 
recently (Van Knippenberg and Van Kleef, 2016; Ashkanasy 
et  al., 2017), this research emphasizes members’ perspective and 
meaningfully reveals its influence. Several studies have focused 
on the contagion effects, but failed to explain why leaders’ 
positive affective display do not always effectively induce members’ 
anticipated work motivation and behavior (Visser et  al., 2013; 
Wang and Seibert, 2015). However, we explained that the members 
are not simply reacting, but rather complexly responding under 
the influence of various factors as well as the perception of the 
displayed affect. Our results show that the characteristics of the 
expression, the affective state of the member, and the nature 
of the relationship drive variances in members’ reaction.  

This suggests that to clearly determine the effects on members, 
it is imperative to understand how members’ reactions are formed 
based on their state and relationship with leaders, rather than 
simply considering valences (e.g., positive or negative).

Second, this study is meaningful in that it comprehensively 
indicates how members’ work engagement is formed based on 
their leader from a multilevel perspective. We demonstrated that 
members successfully experience work engagement from daily 
interactions with leaders at the within-person level. According 
to the results, members with high-quality LMX were more likely 
to experience work engagement from perceived deep acting 
when their positive affect was high, while members with low-quality 
LMX were more likely to experience it when positive affect 
was low. Meanwhile, the experiencing engagement was hampered 
by perceived surface acting; especially, those with high-quality 
LMX were more interrupted when positive affect was low, and 
members with low-quality LMX were more disturbed when 
positive affect was high. While this is in line with existing 
studies that emphasized the importance of a leader’s role in 

TABLE 3 | Results of HLM regressions: dependent variables are work Engagement.a

Variablesb Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Team level variables

Intercept 0.61(0.66) 0.41(0.62) 0.46(0.64) 0.23(0.65)
Leader’s age 0.01(0.01) 0.01(0.01) 0.01(0.01) 0.01(0.01)
Industry type 0.12(0.10) 0.13(0.10) 0.12(0.09) 0.13(0.09)
Team size 0.02(0.01) 0.03(0.01) 0.03(0.01)* 0.03(0.01)*

Leader’s extraversion 0.08(0.14) 0.16(0.14) 0.16(0.14) 0.19(0.14)
Leader’s positive affect −0.17(0.12) −0.28(0.12)* −0.27(0.12)* −0.30(0.12)*

Between-person variables

Age 0.01(0.01)* 0.02(0.01)** 0.02(0.01)** 0.02(0.01)**

Gender dissimilarity 0.14(0.01) 0.15(0.09) 0.12(0.09) 0.12(0.09)
Education −0.06(0.10) −0.03(0.09) −0.06(0.09) 0.00(0.10)
Occupation type −0.22(0.11)* −0.23(0.11)* −0.26(0.11)* −0.30(0.11)*

Position 0.04(0.09) 0.07(0.08) 0.00(0.08) 0.03(0.09)
Tenure (with leader) −0.04(0.02)* −0.03(0.01)* −0.04(0.02)** −0.04(0.02)*

Extraversion 0.09(0.06) 0.05(0.06) 0.04(0.06) 0.02(0.06)
PA display (mean) −0.11(0.13) −0.19(0.13) −0.13(0.12) −0.11(0.12)
Perceived deep acting (mean) 0.33(0.09)** 0.44(0.11)** 0.38(0.11)** 0.35(0.11)**

Perceived surface acting (mean) −0.03(0.08) −0.09(0.08) −0.09(0.08) −0.08(0.08)
Positive affect (mean) 0.34(0.13)* 0.36(0.11)** 0.36(0.12)** 0.40(0.12)**

Quality of LMX 0.02(0.09) 0.04(0.09) 0.07(0.09)

Within-person variables

Recovery 0.15(0.05)** −0.02(0.05) −0.00(0.04) −0.02(0.04)
PA display 0.01(0.05) 0.03(0.05) 0.08(0.05) 0.08(0.05)
Perceived deep acting 0.18(0.06)** 0.16(0.06)** 0.18(0.06)**

Perceived surface acting −0.10(0.08) −0.02(0.07) 0.01(0.07)
Positive affect 0.31(0.06)** 0.32(0.06)** 0.31(0.06)**

Two-way interaction

PDA × PA −0.35(0.12)** −0.44(0.14)**

PDA × Quality of LMX −0.09(0.05) −0.12(0.06)
PSA × PA −0.32(0.12)** −0.20(0.15)
PSA × Quality of LMX −0.07(0.08) −0.09(0.08)
PA × Quality of LMX 0.02(0.05) 0.06(0.05)

Three-way interaction

PDA × PA × Quality of LMX 0.47(0.18)*

PSA × PA × Quality of LMX 0.35(0.11)**

a*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Numbers outside parentheses are the coefficient, and numbers in parentheses are the standard error.
bPDA refers to “Perceived deep acting,” PSA refers to “Perceived surface acting,” PS refers to “Positive affect,” and LMX refers to “Leader-member exchange.”

182

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Hong and Kim Effects of Leader’s Positive Expression

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 655047

work engagement (Vogelgesang et al., 2013; Breevaart et al., 2016), 
it is an empirical demonstration of how work engagement is 
shaped from daily affective interactions with the leader. In 
addition, some studies assumed that positive relationships built 
at the between-person level will cause positive daily work 
experience for work engagement (Christian et al., 2011; Breevaart 
et  al., 2015). Our study explains that high-quality LMX works 
as a relational context, providing members with the opportunities 
to experience and maintain work engagement. Therefore, we link 
the field of work engagement to the leadership field by explaining 
how members’ engagement can be  induced by their leader 
inclusively, considering the between-person-level factor and 
phenomena at the within-person level.

The third theoretical contribution of our study is that it 
expands the EASI theory by considering both the within-
person-level and between-person-level moderators. The EASI 
theory and relevant empirical studies underlined the 
characteristics of the observer in understanding the effects of 
the affective display, and addressed personality (between level) 
as the moderator (Van Kleef et  al., 2010a; Hideg and Van 
Kleef, 2017). Furthermore, from these studies, we  demonstrate 
that the responses of the members vary according to their 
positive affect, and that the affective state of the observer is 
also a crucial characteristic that should be  considered (within 
level). This is in line with existing research flows suggesting 
that the effects of affective display should be  understood at 

FIGURE 2 | Three-way interaction slopes with work engagement as the dependent variable for members with high-quality LMX.

FIGURE 3 | Three-way interaction slopes with work engagement as the dependent variable for members with low-quality LMX.
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the within-person level (Gabriel and Diefendorff, 2015; 
Diefendorff et  al., 2019), and the affective state as one of the 
observer’s characteristics fluctuates every moment like the 
affective expression, and it acts as a background in the formation 
of the observer’s response. Therefore, our findings determine 
that the within-level characteristics of the observer like positive 
affect, which fluctuate every moment like the affective display, 
influence the interpersonal effect of affective display significantly. 
In addition, the study clarifies that quality of LMX is an 
important context in the affective interactions between leaders 
and members. Since leaders and members have a lasting 
relationship, the nature of the relationship affects the effectiveness 
of the affective display (Gooty et  al., 2010). This is similar to 
the EASI theory, which emphasized the consideration of 
contextual characteristics in order to understand the social 
influence of expressed emotion (Van Kleef, 2016). We  applied 
the EASI theory to the leader-member context, arguing that 
the member’s reaction toward the displayed affect can be varied 
according to high-quality and low-quality LMX, and they were 
verified empirically.

Moreover, by conducting three-way interaction effect which 
is a valuable way to advance the current understanding of 
how affective expression influences others, we  further extend 
the EASI theory, which argued that the characteristics of 
displayed affect, observer, and context should be  considered 
in the formation of a member’s response, and focused on how 
each of them affects individually (Van Kleef, 2016). In particular, 
researchers tend to focus on one of the various factors but 
have not launched extensive efforts to address them 
simultaneously. However, since members’ responses are formed 
under the influence of multiple factors, this study has validated 
the three-way interaction effects to capture this phenomenon. 
Specifically, we have explained why the leader’s positive expression 
may not always engender members’ motivation, by considering 
members’ perception of expression, affective state, and established 
relationships concurrently. This methodological approach provides 
the lens with which to identify the paradoxical effects of 
positive expression.

Practical Implications
Our research provides the following practical implications. The 
results of this study show that while the leader’s positive affective 
display plays an important role in members’ work engagement, 
the mechanism is not simple. The effects were maximized or 
even appeared more negatively as members’ perceptions, positive 
affect, and quality of LMX serve as conditions. These results 
advise organizations to invest in training programs that can 
enhance the emotional intelligence of leaders in order to ensure 
effective emotional management of their members. It is not 
desirable to encourage leaders to simply display positive affect 
because this expression is an act that consumes leaders’ job 
resources (Gardner et  al., 2009). Meanwhile, developing a 
leader’s ability to take into account the affective state of members 
and displaying skills so that they can be  perceived as deep 
acting will effectively manage members’ work motivation. Hence, 
fostering a leader’s emotional intelligence and interpersonal 

skills will manage the daily work experience of the members 
and make a desirable contribution toward improving 
organizational effectiveness.

Moreover, this study recommends that it is necessary to 
establish a high-quality LMX for both leaders and members. 
Our results demonstrate that building a high-quality LMX 
augments the positive effect of perceived deep acting and buffers 
the negative effect of perceived deep acting on work engagement. 
This suggests that establishing high-quality LMX offers leaders 
the advantage of efficiently managing their members, and also 
serves as an opportunity to induce positive workplace experiences 
for members. Accordingly, organizations should pay attention 
to the relationship between leaders and members. They should 
support the formation of high-quality LMX, particularly for 
leaders of newly created teams, and share this information to 
encourage them to form a high-quality relationship 
with members.

Limitations and Directions for Future 
Research
Our research has several limitations, and based on them, 
we propose directions for future research. First, since the main 
variables used in our study were measured by members, doubts 
could be raised about the common method variances (Podsakoff 
et  al., 2003). To compensate for this potential problem, 
we  performed group-mean centering for all within-personal-
level variables and controlled the effect of means. Therefore, 
our findings are not explained by individual differences and 
can be  seen as the result of the intended within-person-level 
phenomenon (Sonnentag et  al., 2012; Antonakis et  al., 2019). 
Additionally, we  made an effort to reduce potential biases by 
including variables measured by the leader, such as a leader’s 
extraversion and positive affect in examining the hypotheses 
(Podsakoff et  al., 2003). Nevertheless, to further address these 
problems, we  propose that the future research can use the 
outcome variables of members measured by the leader, such 
as member’s voice and OCB.

Although this study logically explored the relationship between 
variables based on theoretical backgrounds and prior studies, 
since the measure of within-person-level variables was conducted 
concurrently, the reverse causality issue can be  raised. 
We acknowledge this limitation and propose that future research 
should measure variables at different time points to firmly 
establish the relationship. Specifically, by measuring perceived 
deep/surface acting and measuring work engagement a few 
hours later than that, it is possible to clarify antecedents’ role 
more meaningfully.

This research focused on dealing with direct interactions 
between leaders and members in real-environment settings. 
However, there have been many changes in today’s business 
environment, and many forms of interaction and communication 
have occurred online. Online affective display differs considerably 
from actual affective display in direct face-to-face situations 
(Van Kleef, 2016); the way it is expressed, the way it is conveyed, 
and the process that affects the others. Therefore, in order to 
understand the effects of affective display more broadly and 
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reflect today’s environment, it is worthwhile to address the 
online affective display in the future research.

The purpose of this study is to examine how leaders’ 
positive affective display influences the work engagement of 
members, but leaders’ affective display is not limited to that 
of positive affect. In the workplace, the leader also displays 
negative affect toward the members, and the effects will also 
depend on the characteristics of expression, the member’s 
affective state, and relationship. Therefore, we  recommend 
that the effects of the leader’s negative affective display on 
members could be addressed together, which can be understood 
as a different mechanism from that of positive affective display 
(Liu et  al., 2017). Based on this, we  hope to enhance the 
overall understanding of the role of affective display in the 
leadership process and the influence of affective display on 
a member’s workplace experiences.

CONCLUSION

Given that a leader’s affective display is prevalent in the 
workplace, it is imperative to understand how it affects members’ 
motivation and behavior. Our study revealed that the effects 
on members’ work engagement can be  altered depending on 
whether the expression is perceived as deep acting or surface 
acting, how quality of LMX was formed, and the extent of 
positive affect. It appears that the members cognitively judge 
displayed affect and express reactions based on these 
characteristics. Our results indicate that the effect of the leader’s 

positive affective display on a member is complex; therefore, 
its effect on work engagement is determined by 
various characteristics.
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Although we use humor in our daily communication, there still needs to cognize its effects

on the attitudes and behavior of the employees. Based on benign violation theory (BVT),

the study proposes that leader’s humor (LH) conveys social information about counter

norms. The BVT has been amalgamated with social information processing theory (SIPT)

to develop hypotheses assuming the consequences of LH on the attitude and behavior

of the employees. This study hypothesizes that even though LH is linked positively with

employee creativity via leader-member exchange and psychological empowerment in

sequence (blessing path), it may also send information to the employees about the

acceptability of norm violation. This perception ultimately leads to power perception

and, causes unethical behavior in the series (curse path). Moreover, this study also

postulates that leader’s self-deprecating humor (LSDH) moderates these indirect effects

by enhancing the blessing and reducing the curse, which emerged from LH. Quantitative

data of 630 software engineers from software houses based in Pakistan provided support

to test the hypotheses. The results demonstrate that LH is a double-edge sword that

enhances blessing (creativity) as well as curse (employee unethical behavior), whereas

LSDH augments the blessing and throttles back the curse. Theoretical and managerial

implications have also been discussed.

Keywords: leader’s sense of humor, leader-member exchange, employee creativity, psychological empowerment,

leader’s self-deprecating humor, perceive power, unethical behavior

INTRODUCTION

We use humor in daily communication; therefore, the critical aspects of humor play an important
role in determining how we form beliefs about others (Bitterly and Schweitzer, 2019). Humor is a
broader concept defined as the ability of an individual to amuse others (Martin et al., 2003). Due
to this amusement at the workplace, employees have the freedom in shaping their behavior. Some
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employees use this freedom in the wrong way (i.e., curse), while
some take it in a positive sense for building up their behavior
(i.e., blessing) (Yam et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2019). It is evident
that organizations seek blessings, which are important formaking
organizations lucrative, and organizations also want to overcome
curses, which are vicious for the existence of organizations.

Overall, this brief description of humor indicates that it is
a blessing as well as a curse for an organization. For example,
the humor of a manager triggers positive emotions only when
subordinates perceive it positively and vice versa (Wijewardena
et al., 2017). Furthermore, leader humor (LH) predicts work
engagement and follower deviance (Yam et al., 2018), the intent
of the employee to stay, job performance (Kong et al., 2019),
employee advocacy (Karakowsky et al., 2020). It is also associated
with job performance, organizational citizenship behavior
(OCB), job satisfaction, affective organizational commitment,
intent to stay, and positive emotions via leader–member
exchange (LME or LMX) relationship (Kong et al., 2019). Besides
LH, some researchers find blessing and curse through other
mechanisms, such as power, which predicts unethical behavior
(UB) (Yap et al., 2013; Dubois et al., 2015; Rees et al., 2019),
and psychological empowerment (PE), which predicts employee
creativity (Javed et al., 2017). The researchers provided the causes
of blessings and curses but failed to create a comprehensive
framework in double-edged sword form linking LH to creativity
and UB in parallel. Moreover, research on humor is also unable to
control negativity that emerges from LH. So, this is the first study
for considering these neglected mechanisms.

Thus, it is posited in this study that the sense of LH could
be a double-edged sword. The blessing is represented by a
path from the sense of LH to employee creativity through the
sequential mediating role of LMX and PE. In contrast, the curse
is represented by a path from the sense of LH to UB through
the sequential mediating role of perceived acceptability of norm
violation (PANV) and perceived power. Moreover, it is presumed
that LSDHwill moderate the effects so that it will reduce the curse
and enhance the blessing that emerges from LH.

This study is important for many reasons. First, literature
on humor highlighting its blessing and curse in organizational
settings is still scarce (Yam et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2019),
characterizing it as “sporadic” in organizational research (Robert
et al., 2015). So, this research contributes as an empirical study in
extending the literature on LH in a work setting. From a practical
point of view, this study is important for all leaders or managers
because it would help understand the drivers of creativity and
unethical behavior in the workplace. The first of these is necessary
to keep the organization alive and the latter is imperative to
make the organization attractive for work. In fact, LH is a low-
cost strategy compared to other structural policies for enhancing
positive outcomes (e.g., the performance, creativity, and work
engagement of the employee). So, from this point of view,
research on LH is valuable for organizations. Furthermore, this
research is based on the integration of benign violation theory
(BVT) and social information processing theory (SIPT). The BVT
was developed by McGraw and Warren (2010). It was applied
to study the topics like LH (Yam et al., 2018), eliciting mixed,
positive, and negative emotions from the video library (Samson

et al., 2016). This theory indicates that humor is basically a cause
of norm violations. However, these violations must be benign.
The BVT applied to this study suggests what humor is. However,
another theory is required to know the consequences of humor.
Therefore, SIPT has been used for this purpose. The main tenet
of SIPT is that employees get signals about what behavior is
rewarded and what is punished from social information. This
theory was used to examine the issues like the relationship
between cues and malevolent creativity (Gutworth et al., 2018);
moreover, how a real leader acts as a source of information to
promote the input of the employee in the workplace (Boekhorst,
2015). So, both these theories have been combined for this study.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature on LH has been reviewed to know the current
state of knowledge and identify the gaps. In this context, different
researchers contributed to LH topics in recent years. Among
these contributions, Karakowsky et al. (2020) posited that humor
is a valuable leadership characteristic. Based on 304 employees
and their leaders working in large Canadian retail stores, this
research shows that LH can ‘affect the feedback-seeking behavior
of the employees through cognition and affective-based trust.
Besides it, Yam et al. (2018) stated that the organizations might
have to bear costs with benefits due to LH. This research
also provides that leaders should get training about how to
use humor to reap benefits because humor is a low-cost
strategy for workplace engagement compared to other structural
policies. Moreover, Cooper et al. (2018) indicate that LH is
an interpersonal resource. These researchers provide that their
work is first to establish after empirically testing a link between
LH and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). Another
research study also extended the literature by highlighting that
LH significantly predicts intent to stay, OCB, job satisfaction,
affective organizational commitment, and job performance via
LMX and positive emotions (Kong et al., 2019). It suggests that
those employees are more innovative who perceive their leader as
more humorous. Beside these, the perceived innovative climate is
not moderating the impact of LH on innovation (Pundt, 2015). In
contrast, being male, high-status employees and aged are linked
with greater punishment when displaying inappropriate behavior
(Sacco et al., 2020). Moreover, trust in a leader enhances the
relationship between LH and inclusion perception (Tremblay,
2016). This phenomenon is the opposite when leader-member
has hostile relations. Goswami et al. (2016) revealed that LH is
not linked with OCB and performance via positive emotions.

On the other hand, tenure with a leader enhances the
association between affiliative humor and leader–employee
relations (Robert et al., 2015). Moreover, the transformational
style enhances the relationship between LH and positive
emotions. Pundt and Venz (2017) highlighted that LH reduces
disengagement and improves affective commitment via leader–
member exchange. Whereas, LH has no influence on emotional
exhaustion via LMX. Gkorezis and Bellou (2016) contributed
that trust in a leader partially mediates the relationship between
leader’s self-deprecating humor of a leader and his effective
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perception. Alongside these studies, Pundt and Herrmann (2015)
posited that identification with a leader mediates the effect of
affiliative LH on LMX. But identification with a leader does not
mediate the influence of aggressive humor on LMX. Moreover,
Gkorezis et al. (2014) suggested that the positive humor of the
leader predicts organizational cynicism via LMX. The major
contribution of this research is that it is the first to test a link
between the positive humor of the leader and organizational
cynicism via LMX. Further, Thelen (2019) concluded, based
on a quantitative survey from 350 employees working in
different organizations, that supervisor’s humor style affects
employee’s advocacy by building a connection between the
humor style of a supervisor and employee advocacy through the
mediating role of supervisor authenticity and the organizational
relationship of the employee in sequence. Moreover, Hu and Luo
(2020) demonstrated that LH is positively linked with employee
creativity through the task resource of the employee and his
commitment to organization while taking the perspective of the
employee as a moderator in the relationship between LH based
on time-lagged data from 358 employees and leaders of hi-tech
companies located in China.

Additionally, literature establishes that blessing like creativity
is a consequence of variables like psychological empowerment
(Javed et al., 2017; Yang et al., 2019). On the other side, curses,
such as UB is predicted by variables like power (Yap et al.,
2013; Dubois et al., 2015; Rees et al., 2019). Besides, these norm
violations also predict power, and power is mainly considered a
curse (power is corrupt) (Van Kleef et al., 2011). Moreover, it is
seen that the self-deprecating humor used by Obama during his
election campaign in 2008 has an impact on engaging followers
(Stewart, 2011). So, from this research, it can be said that self-
deprecating humor is also a driver of blessing.

Moreover, this research is based on the integration of two
theories: SIPT and BVT. The SIPT was developed by Salancik and
Pfeffer (1978), which indicated that employees get information
from the social environment, and make meaning of it after
processing. In other words, employees build up their attitude
and construct their perception grounded on social cues and
information, which affects their behavior. Copeland (1994)
posited that prominent sources for driving social information are
those who have high status. Another research study highlighted
that the leader is a source for transmitting information
to employees (Boekhorst, 2015). The understanding of the
employees with regard to the environment depends upon cues
that emerge from the behavior of the leader, and the employees
set their cognitions that best suit the environment (Jibao et al.,
2018). It was also found that the behavior of the leader is a forceful
source in shaping the attitude and behavior of the employees,
and a symbol of power to influence the attitude of the employees
(Xiaoxiao and Shi, 2015). A research study specified that social
cues impinge malevolent creativity, intentionally harming others
with creative thinking (Gutworth et al., 2018). Grounded on
SIPT, a research study postulated how servant leaders influence
the emotional labor of the employees. Data were collected from
81 working units of a food company based in China. The results
show that servant leadership positively affects deep acting while it
has a negative impact on surface-acting. Moreover, this study also

revealed that servant leadership influences the emotional labor of
the employees through affective trust rather than cognitive trust
(Lu et al., 2019).

Another research study suggests that ethical leadership
enhances performance by mediating creative self-efficacy based
on SIPT. Data were collected from 512 employees working
in service industries in Ghana. The results highlighted that
ethical leadership influences performance through the mediating
role of creative-self efficacy (Wadei et al., 2020). It was
also indicated that the humility of the leader affects team
innovation by drawing upon SIPT. Data from 90 teams
showed that leader humility positively affects team innovation
through team voice climate. Moreover, task interdependence
plays a role of moderating variable in the relationship between
leader humility and team innovation (Liu et al., 2017). In
addition, research was conducted on how the information-
seeking attitude of the leader impacts team innovation and
performance. This research was based on SIPT to formulate
that the information-seeking attitude of the leader has a
relationship with team performance and innovations through
the mediating role of team reflexivity. Moreover, cooperative
outcome interdependence moderates the relationship between
the information-seeking attitude of the leader and team
reflexivity. Data were collected from pharmaceutical companies
operating in China, and the sample size comprised 253 team
members from 83 work teams. The results conveyed that the
information-seeking attitude of the leader positively relates to
team innovation and team performance via team reflexivity.
Further, the outcomes of cooperative interdependence moderates
the link between leader information seeking and team reflexivity,
such that the relationship is stronger when cooperative outcomes
interdependence high and weaker when it is low (Wang et al.,
2020). Moreover, Kuenzi et al. (2019) drew their research on
SIPT and social learning theory to conceptualize that employees
exhibit less UB (behavior is not rewarded) because of ethical
climate (social information). Moreover, Rego et al. (2017)
suggested, based on SIPT, that employees experience the humility
of the leader by social interaction (social information), and this
humility of the leader is positively linked with team performance
(behavior is rewarded). In line with this evidence, we suggest that
LH is a source of social information.

On the other hand, McGraw and Warren (2010) proposed
BVT, suggesting what humor is and what humor is not. This
theory explains that humor entails benign norm violations and
three conditions must be satisfied for things to be humorous.
First, the violation should occur. Veatch (1998) indicated that
violations have a variety of forms. For example, Gervais and
Wilson (2005) posited that apparent physical threat, like in
play fighting, is the origin of humor. With the evolution of
humor, the situations expanded from physical threat to a variety
of other forms for eliciting humor, including linguistic norms
(Malapropism or unusual accents), personal dignity (physical
deformities and slap stick), moral norms (disrespectfulness and
bestiality), and social and cultural norms (strange behavior).
Second, violations ought to be benign. It means, norms violation
must be taken place, and it should be nonthreatening or benign.
For example, people feel humorous and laugh when a loved
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person tickles them rather than a stranger. With these, norm
violations should not be offensive or threatening in nature. Third,
these first two conditions should occur simultaneously (i.e., norm
violations should occur, and it must be benign). So, the BVT
hypothesizes that anything perceived as violated norms seems
humorous only if the violation is benign (McGraw and Warren,
2010).

Bettenhausen and Murnighan (1985) asserted that humor
entails norm violations and signals to employees that violation
of norms has social acceptance during interpersonal interactions.
It is very relevant in organizations, a highly social environment
with norms to be learned, conveyed, and practiced. Peter
et al. (2012) proposed that humor is often beneficial and
ubiquitous, and participants find things funny because of the
benign nature of violations when they are hypothetically, socially,
temporally, or spatially distant. Another research strengthened
by six studies that employ social interaction, consumer product,
and entertainment as stimuli indicated that BVT is better in
hypothesizing the difference between humor and what is not than
incongruity theories (Warren and McGraw, 2016). By drawing
on BVT, it was indicated that morality impinges on humor, and
tension exists between these two. It is because ethical leadership
does not involve moral violations, and a leader with fewer moral
violations has more trust (Yam et al., 2019). Further from the
perspective of BVT, complainers are less likely to get sympathy
when they complain in a humorous way (Peter et al., 2015).
Moreover, Yam et al. (2018) used BVT to propose that LH often
sends counter normative information to followers.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Role of SIPT and BVT in Contribution to the
Formulation of Research Framework
In order to formulate hypotheses, two theories, namely, BVT
and SIPT have been considered. BVT provides that humor
entails violations of formal or informal rules (norms). However,
to understand the consequences of humor in the workplace,
this theory should be integrated with a distinct theory to the
vigorous inherent in organizational settings (Heath and Sitkin,
2001). For this purpose, SIPT has been taken, which argues that
employees act consistently with the expectations and rules of
their organization by processing the social cues. According to
SIPT, employees perceive their leader as a role model, a guide
to act in different conditions (Boekhorst, 2015). Thus, the leader
sends implicit cues or information to subordinates, and they learn
what behavior is demanded (i.e., punishable or rewarded) by
processing this social information.

Further, employees make cognitive representation from the
act of the leader, as a signal of values and expectations of work
setting, suggested by SIPT. Such cognitive representations are
not specific but general and symbolic. James et al. (1978) argued
that employees try to develop the meaning of social information
in a specific situation by looking toward the action of the
person who has the highest status as gestalt representation, a
fundamental principle, to apply across multiple situations. So, it

can be concluded from these explanations that the behavior of the
leader symbolizes a guide.

Thus, when amalgamated with BVT, SIPT provides that
when a leader uses humor in the workplace, the consequences
are more than simple mimicry (employees get that humor
is rewarded and expected, rather than punishable). Instead,
implicit information is sent that acting counter-normatively
is acceptable, an expected way for doing things. Thus, it is
argued here that when a leader uses humor in interaction with
employees, it conveys two implicit messages. The first is to
make counter norms acceptable (acceptability of norm violation),
leading to deleterious effects of UB through perceived power.
The second is a permissive exchange relationship between the
leader and employees (leader–member exchange), which may
positively impact the involvement of employees in creativity
through psychological empowerment. Thus, the integration of
BVT and SIPT indicates that when a leader uses humor (in
a sense that is violating norms), it gives signals in two ways.
First, employees process these signals through experience, and
perceive that leader is vulnerable, permissive, and wants to
reduce hierarchical distance. Hence, employees accept counter
normative behavior, building up high-quality relations (link from
LH to leader–member exchange). Thus, employees attributed to
psychological empowerment as a result of the efforts of the leader
to build up a strong relationship because employees perceive that
they have a specialty which other employees do not have, that is
why the leader wants a high-quality relationship with them (link
from LH to PE through leader–member exchange). Hence, this
empowerment helps build a positive attitude, which is creativity,
as employees think that this attitude is rewarding (link from LH
to employee creativity through LMX and PE in sequence). Second,
employees process these signals through experience, and perceive
the acceptability of norm violations because their role model is
also violating the norms using humor-benign norm violations
(link from LH to acceptability of norm violation). In this way,
acceptability of norm violation is attributed to perceived power-
violators, who think that by violating norms, they look to be
powerful (link from LH to perceive power through acceptability
of norm violation). Similarly, powerful nature leads toward UB-
power is corrupt (relation from LH to UB through perceiving
power and acceptability of norm violation in sequence). Based on
these arguments, the integration of these theories is relevant in
constructing the following hypotheses.

Implications for LMX, PE, and Employee
Creativity
Leader–member exchange relationship defines status in leader–
member relationships and is a social exchange process (Graen
and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Basically, LMX depends upon mutual trust
and respect (Mahsud et al., 2010). In the next paragraph, the
integrational effects of both BVT and SIPT theories will be
discussed to develop the relationship between LH and LMX.

The integration of both the theories postulates a positive
association of LH with LMX variable in three ways. First, LH
decreases the social distance of a leader with a member (Mesmer-
Magnus et al., 2012). With LH, it seems a leader approves to
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violate the hierarchical system, and increases relationships by
reducing the distance. Second, LH sends an implicit message that
the leader is nonrestrictive, accepting averse normative behavior,
signaling that the relationship of the leader is open, complicated,
and playful with a specific employee. In fact, a research study
in behavior ethics indicates that moral leaders do not allow
adverse normative behavior, which is why they are less friendly
and more restrictive (Wellman et al., 2016). Third, the LH sends
a message that the leader likes to be vulnerable because the
leader is violating norms, looking more open and less guarded
during social interaction with their employees. Subordinates who
find their leaders permissive, vulnerable, and de-emphasizing
hierarchy may see that they are more relationship-oriented.
Empirically, LH is associated positively with LMX (Yam et al.,
2018). So, it can be suggested that a LH positively impacts
building strong relations with their followers.

H1; LH is positively linked with LMX.

The effects of LH on LMX suggest here that LH is likely to
enhance PE. PE can be defined as an increased intrinsic task
motivation manifested in a set of four cognition reflecting the
orientation of an individual to his or her work role: competence,
impact, meaning, and self-determination (Spreitzer, 1995). These
four concepts fit well to define psychological empowerment
(Seibert et al., 2011). Moreover, all the four above-listed concepts
are distinct; so researchers have no limitation to use four or one
(Walumbwa and Hartnell, 2011; Kim and Beehr, 2017). But in
this research, all the four concepts were used.

As members have a good quality relationship with the leader
because of LH, they feel more empowered. The key of this
postulate is good quality leader–member relations. Employees
feel more empowered due to high-quality LMX (Wang et al.,
2016) and this LMX is facilitated by leader behavior (Gu
et al., 2013). Moreover, the combination of BVT and SIPT also
indicates that LH gives employees implicit signals that the leader
accepts counter normative behavior for building up a high-
quality relationship. Thus, it leads to changing the attitudes
of the employees like understanding the feeling of the boss
and perceiving themselves more empowered (Gkorezis et al.,
2011). Thus, it can be concluded that LH positively drives
empowerment via high-quality LMX.

H2; LH is positively linked with psychological empowerment via
leader–member exchange.

Through LH effects on psychological empowerment, mediated
by LMX, it suggests that LH is likely to enhance employee
creativity. Withagen and van der Kamp (2018) defined creativity
as discovering and assembling things in unconventional
affordances. Creativity is basically the solution to problems in a
useful way (Sonenshein, 2014). Besides these, the empirical study
indicates that the behavior of the leader is an important factor in
cultivating creativity (Lin et al., 2016). According to the needs of
the employees, appropriate support from leaders is required for
creativity (Cheung and Wong, 2011).

In order to solve a problem, employees must be
self-determined, know the importance of work, be competitive,
and be impactful (Zhang and Bartol, 2010; Sun et al., 2012;

Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015). Psychological empowerment
resulting in high-quality LMX (Schermuly and Meyer, 2016;
Audenaert et al., 2017) is a consequence of LH (Yam et al.,
2018), ensuring that employees show activism to solve problems.
Additionally, from a theoretical perspective, as described above,
the amalgamation of BVT and SIPT indicates that when a leader
uses humor to violate norms, it signals what attitude is required.
Employees process these signals through experience and perceive
that the leader is vulnerable, permissive, and he wants to reduce
hierarchical distance, acceptance of normative behavior to build
high-quality LMX relations. Thus, employees attribute these high
LMX relations to psychological empowerment for themselves
due to the effort of the leader to establish a strong relationship.
Hence, this empowerment helps in creating a positive attitude,
which is creativity. Furthermore, there is almost a dead in this
relationship between LH and creativity. The reason is that most
researchers consider it theoretical in nature, and there is less
empirical evidence that examines the impact of LH (Yam et al.,
2018). However, a closer look at this prescribed relationship
was studied by Pundt and Herrmann (2015). According to this
study, humor is emphatically related to innovation. Similarly,
the findings by Mao et al. (2017) indicated the positive impact
of LH on performance, a closely related variable to creativity.
Furthermore, LMX predicts creativity (Zhao et al., 2014; Wang
et al., 2015; Meng et al., 2017). Similarly, LMX has a positive
association with PE (Dulebohn et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2016),
and PE can be used as a mediating variable (Sun et al., 2012;
Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Fong and Snape, 2015). So, it
can be suggested that LH signals to build a positive attitude via
LMX and PE.

H3 : LH is positively linked to employee creativity via LMX and
PE in sequence.

Implications for Acceptability of Norm
Violation, Perceived Power, and UB
Norms are formal rules (e.g., code of conducts) or as informal
perceived descriptive norms (e.g., be good with other fellows)
of a particular organization (Morris et al., 2015). Norms may
be resources or constraints (Morris et al., 2015). Similarly,
employees do not operate in a vacuum but have fellows and
leaders around them, and sketch pictures about what attitude
is rewarded (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Further, when leaders
use humor to violate norms, employees perceive it as socially
acceptable for two reasons. First, employees consider their leader
as a role model (Yukl, 2010). Second, employees perceive that
norm violation is not punishable. Likewise, SIPT indicates that
actions of the leaders send signals to employees about what
attitude is rewarded or punished in an organization. In this
context, Yam et al. (2018) provided evidence about the impact
of LH on the perceived acceptability of norm violation. In this
study, data were collected from China and the United States. The
result of this research study reveals that LH elicits positivity as
wells as negativity. So, this study provides support to develop a
hypothesis in this way.
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H4: LH is positively associated with the acceptability of
norm violation.

Though LH impacts norm violation, it is expected here that
LH affects the increasing power of employees. Literature defined
power as control over resources (money, decision making, and
information). But Anderson et al. (2012) described power to
influence peers. Here is a focus on this latter definition. Further,
empirically, norm violators are perceived as more powerful
(Stamkou et al., 2019).

As employees learn that norm violations are acceptable
in their organization resulting from leader humor, they feel
more powerful in doing whatever they want. The key to this
postulate is the acceptability of norm violation. Indeed, people
perceive more power because of accepting norm violation
(Van Kleef et al., 2011) resulting from LH (Yam et al., 2018).
Additionally, from a theoretical perspective, when a leader uses
humor that violates norms, he gives signals or conveys some
information to employees. Thus, employees process these signals
through experience, and perceive acceptability of norm violation
because their role model is also violating norms. Hence, it
is attributed to this acceptability to perceive power because
employees think they can violate norms by becoming more
powerful. So, in concluding remarks, it is suggested here that
acceptability of norm violation predicts perceived power as a
result of LH.

H5: LH is positively associated with perceived power and
mediated acceptability of norm violation.

Although violating norms is associated with the perception of
power, it is also anticipated that LH predicts UB. It is defined
as a behavior that is not up to standard or moral expectations
(Dubois et al., 2015). For example, we consider it unethical if a
taxi driver intentionally takes a longer path to reach a destination
instead of having a shorter route to get there (Butler et al., 2016).
As a leader demonstrates humor in violating norms, it leads to
acceptability of norm violation, power perception, and UB in
sequence. The key to this postulation is the acceptability of norm
violation and power perception. Indeed, employees do some
unethical activity because of power (Rees et al., 2019), resulting
from the acceptability of norm violation (Van Kleef et al., 2011),
predicted by LH (Yam et al., 2018). Further, with the integration
of SIPT and BVT, we argue that LH gives signals to employees
that norm violation is acceptable in their organization. This
acceptance of violation leads to power perception. Hence, this
powerful nature enhances unethical attitudes among employees
because employees think that this attitude is not punishable (this
link has been explained in a very detail form in the theoretical
section). Empirically, literature is silent to show association of LH
to UB. However, a positive relationship exists between power and
UB (Lammers et al., 2010; Yap et al., 2013; Dubois et al., 2015).
So, LH predicts UB through acceptability of norm violation and
perceived power.

H6: LH is positively associated with UB of employee, mediated
acceptability of norm violation, and perceived power in sequence

The Moderating Role of LSDH
There are justifications that effects (explained in the positive
and negative path) are also controlled by a specific type of
humor. Justification becomes valid after merging BVT with SIPT.
Through literature, it can be predicted that LSDH helps increase
its relationship with followers and increase positivity. While
at the same time, LSDH perceives the followers not to violate
norms and reduces negativity. It is necessary to indicate that
humor (used with independent variable) is considered general
(any style of humor) while deprecating humor is a specific style of
humor. Humor has different styles, such as self-deprecating, self-
defeating, aggressive, and self-enhancing (Martin et al., 2003).
Here is a focus on self-deprecating humor as suggested by Yam
et al. (2018) for future researchers to check whether it plays a
role of moderating variable or not. Self-deprecating is self-joking
(Martin et al., 2003). But how it can be used as a moderating
variable will be discussed in the next paragraph.

This research argues that norm violations can be reduced
when leaders use a deprecating style of humor. The reason is
that when leaders use deprecation humor coupled with their
sense of humor, they violate norms but not at a severe level,
signals not to violate the social norms of civility. Thus followers
perceive it as being respectful to others or at standards of morality
during social interaction. As employees perceive their leader as
a role model (Yukl, 2010), they have no acceptance of violating
norms.Memili et al. (2013) suggested that cohesiveness, a form of
self-deprecating humor, reduces conflicts because organizational
bodies move in one direction as they know their role. Moreover,
Martin et al. (2003) considered that self-deprecating humor as
a nonhostile form. The nonhostile nature of self-deprecating
humor decelerates norm violation when leaders use humor
because of its self-joking nature based on norm violation but
not at a severe level. Based on these arguments, it is postulated
that LH signals nonviolating norms behavior in the presence of
self-deprecating humor.

H7: The indirect effect of LH on UB, via acceptability of norm
violation and power in sequence, is moderated by LSDH such
that the indirect effect is weaker when LSDH is high, but stronger
when it is low.

Similarly, leaders with strong humor sense often use self-
deprecating humor to develop strong relations with employees
and create positive consequences. Leaders use self-joking in self-
deprecating humor to amuse followers and impose themselves
for relationship orientation (Martin et al., 2003). According to
this research, self-deprecating humor is nonhostile, averring self
and followers to increase cohesiveness or interpersonal relations.
Moreover, this research specifies that self-deprecating humor
is connected with cheerful, extroversion, relationship-oriented,
self-esteem, positive moods, etc. It means LH in the presence
of self-deprecation strengthens the follower relationship. Stewart
(2011) indicated equal relationships are developed between
audience and speaker who use self-deprecating humor. Here
a question arises that how LSDH increases the relationship
between followers and leaders (Stewart, 2011). According to
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FIGURE 1 | Framework of current study. In this figure, perceived acceptability of norm violation and perceived power are sequence mediation between leader humor

(LH) and unethical behavior (UB) (curse path), while LMX and PE are also sequenced mediation between LH and employee creativity (blessing path). Moreover, the

self-deprecating humor of the leader (LSDH) plays the role of a moderating variable.

this research, self-deprecating humor demises the status distance
between followers and leaders. Kim et al. (2016) stated that public
relations strategists often use self-deprecating humor.

Moreover, it is seen that the self-deprecating humor used
by Obama during his election campaign in 2008 impacted
in engaging followers and enhancing the relationship with
the followers (Stewart, 2011). Another research conducted by
Kim et al. (2016) highlighted that Alibaba (a large Chinese
company) uses a self-deprecating humor strategy during crises
on social media.

H8: The indirect effect of LH on employee creativity, via LMX
and PE in sequence, is moderated by the self-deprecating humor
of the leader such that the indirect effect is stronger when the
self-deprecating humor of the leader is high, but weaker when
the self-deprecating humor of the leader is low.

Based on these arguments, Figure 1 depicts the theoretical
framework developed for this research.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Sample and Procedure
Data were collected from the top ten software houses listed with
Pakistan Software Export Board and using the quota sampling
technique. A nonprobabilistic technique of gathering data from
individuals representing the population by first fixing the quota
and then employing convenience sampling. Researchers use
this sampling technique for two reasons: Infinite or unknown
population and inaccessibility (Yang and Banamah, 2014), and
the latter was the reason for selecting this technique in the
current study. Moreover, market and social sciences research
heavily rely on this sampling technique as a default technique
(Ochoa and Porcar, 2018). The sample size is 630 for this study,
as suggested by Hair et al. (2011), and for a 70% expected
response rate, 900 questionnaires were distributed. Moreover,

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of the respondents.

Category Frequency Percentage

Gender

Female 136 21.6

male 494 78.4

Total 630 100.0

Age

20 years_less than 30 496 78.7

30 years_less than 40 118 18.7

40 years_less than 50 16 2.5

Total 630 100.0

Experience

5 years and less 450 71.4

5 years_less than 10 154 24.4

10 years_less than 20 26 4.1

Total 630 100.0

the unit of analysis is an individual (employee), comprising
each quota of 90 respondents for each software house. The
software houses fromwhich the data were collected are as follows:
Netsol Technologies, System Limited, I2C Pakistan, S and P
Global (Pvt) Ltd, TRG Pakistan-Afiniti, LMK Resources Pakistan
(Pvt) Limited, Mentor Graphics Pakistan (Pvt) Limited, Teradata
Global Consulting Pakistan (Pvt) Limited, Ovex Technologies
Pakistan (Pvt) Limited, andMedical Transaction Billing Co. (Pvt)
Limited. According to Pakistan Software Export Board, Netsol
Technologies software house has the highest sale of over $20
million, followed by Teradata Global Consulting Pakistan (Pvt)
Limited, TRG Pakistan-Afinti, System Limited, S&P Global (Pvt)
Ltd, which have exports from $10 to 20 million, and then I2C
Pakistan, LMK Resources Pakistan (Pvt) Limited, and Mentor
Graphics Pakistan (Pvt) Limited have exports of $ 5 up to 10
million in a year (Table 1).
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Data were collected from software houses formultiple reasons.
First, software engineers have a very dull life, and they need more
humor in their work settings than the employees working in
other industries or companies. Second, software houses have to
bear a lot of costs on implementing different structural policies.
Third, software houses work on various creative projects, custom
software solutions, and require thinking “out of the box.” These
companies demand more creative work from their employees
because every project requires creativity rather than other
companies, which mostly follow similar processes for developing
their products. So, our developed framework for this research
has congruence with software houses. More importantly, the
software industry has enormous potential in creating jobs and
resolving the economic issue nowadays. The development of
strategies and plans to resolve problems and enhance the
performance of such a sector is fruitful in a country like Pakistan,
which faces budget deficit issues from foreign exchange.

Among the respondents, 136 were women, while 494 were
men, and most of them had an experience from 5 to 10 years
(450), while some had an experience from 5 to 10 years (154) and
very few were with experience from 10 to 20 years, 26 in numbers.
Moreover, 496 software engineers were aged from 20 to 30 years,
while between 30 and 40 and 40 and 50 years, they were 118
and 16 in numbers, respectively. The primary data were collected
from these software engineers using a 7-point Likert scale, and
630 numbers of the questionnaires were appropriate for use after
screening and cleaning the data.

Given the cross-sectional nature of the study, the findings
might be prone to what is known as common method
bias because of common method variance (CMV) (Podsakoff
et al., 2003; Spector and Brannick, 2009). There are two
approaches to control CMV, ex-ante and ex-post. The present
study first adopted the ex-ante approach during the research
design stage. The respondents, ensuring their secrecy and
identity, were emphasized that the answers should be honest
without considering them right or wrong (Podsakoff et al.,
2003). Moreover, the order of items of all the constructs,
including independent, dependent, and moderator variables,
was mixed to avoid CMV-biased pattern of responses in
intellectually establishing the “required” correlation (Murray
et al., 2005). In addition, the complexity of the current theoretical
model (comprising moderator and mediators) helped reduce
in constructing a cognitive map of interaction and nonlinear
effects (Harrison et al., 1996). Then the study applied an ex-
post approach to determine the biasness through statistical
techniques. In this regard, a post hoc test known as Harman’s
single factor was applied without rotating the factor (Chang et al.,
2010). The single factor contributed 28% variance, which was less
than the customary threshold of 50%. Moreover, the cumulated
variance of all factors was 68%, strengthening the inference.
However, Podsakoff et al. (2003) illustrated that this test is
insensitive because it is improbable that a single factor would
fit the entire data, and, furthermore, no worthwhile threshold
is available. Consequently, confirmatory factor analysis of the
single factor was run in order to examine the data fitness to
the hypothesized model (Malhotra et al., 2006). The data were
a poor fit for the single factor: [Degree of freedom (DF) =

10.651, normed fit index (NFI) = 0.386, incremental fit index
(IFI) = 0.212, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.329, goodness of
fit index (GFI) = 0.321, adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI)
= 0.291, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) =
0.189, and root mean square residual (RMR)= 0.243]. It implied
the absence of CMV. Lastly, common latent factor (CLF) was
used to assess biasness. The deviations <25% of the standardized
regression weights of the model in the presence and absence of
CLF proved that CMV is not a concern in this study (Williams
et al., 1989).

Measures
The already developed scales have been used in this study to
capture the response of the participants. All the items were listed
on the Likert scale [1 is “strongly disagree” and 7 is “strongly
agree”].

Themeasures for LHwere adopted fromYam et al. (2018). The
reported Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.96. The number of items is
seven on this scale. The sample item is “My leader says things
in such a way as to make people laugh.” Van Kleef et al. (2011)
developed the “Perceived Acceptability of norm violation” scale,
and used it for measuring norm violation acceptance. In this
study, the same 7-item scale was used with Cronbach’s alpha value
is 0.77. The sample item includes, “To what extent you think it is
acceptable for a person in the organizations to be immoral.”The
LMX scale was adopted fromYam et al. (2018), having Cronbach’s
alpha value of 0.96. This scale has eight items, and the sample
item for this scale includes, “I usually know where I stand with
my leader.”

Spreitzer (1995) developed twelve item-Psychological
Empowerment scale, and it has reported Cronbach’s alpha value
of 0.72. An example item includes “The work I do is very
important to me.” Similarly, four item-scale developed by Yang
et al. (2019) was used to assess employee creativity responded
by supervisors. The reported Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.87.
The sample item includes, “I suggest new ways to achieve goals
or objectives.” The eight item-scale developed by Anderson
et al. (2012) was used for measuring perceived power, assessed
through subordinates. Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.81 with the
sample item, “I can get others to listen to what I say.”

Likewise, a scale from Jacobs et al. (2013) was used for
measuring UB. Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.88. An example
item of this scale includes, “I purposely wasted company
materials/supplies.” The scale developed by Martin et al. (2003)
was used to measure self-deprecating humor, assessed through
subordinates. Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.80. The sample item
includes, “My leader does not have to work very hard at making
other employees laugh—My leader seems to be a naturally
humorous person,”

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to analyze data in
the current study. The SEM is a popular technique in behavior
and social sciences equipped to handle measurement error,
multiple equation models, and multiple measures for concepts
(Bollen and Noble, 2011). The SEM is a statistical approach
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FIGURE 2 | Confirmatory factor analysis.
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comprising two component model: one is the measurement
model, and the second is the structural model. In other words,
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is the measurement model,
while the structural model is the multiple regression mode l
(Hoyle, 1995). AMOS 21 has been used for analysis purposes,
designed to implement a general approach to data analysis
(Arbuckle, 2011).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(Measurement Model)
The researchers require CFA before testing hypotheses to
prespecify all the aspects of themodel (Lam et al., 2016). Basically,
CFA demonstrates whether factors indicate a good fit to the data
(model fit) (Lin et al., 2018), and checks whether reliability and
validity score is up to the mark (Troester and Quaquebeke, 2020).
The values of model fit indices for the current study, such as
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 0.62 < 0.8,
minimum discrepancy per degree of freedom (CMIN/ DF) =
3.43, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.927 ≥ 0.90, confirm that
structural model is a good fit to data (Lubatkin et al., 2006; Kenny
et al., 2014; Thaichon et al., 2014; Caputo et al., 2019; Briggs et al.,
2020).

Figure 2 represents the graphical representation of CFA,
double-headed arrows indicate the covariance between variables,
values on each variable are values of variance, (scattering of
data around mean or simply known as R-square). The values
on the arrowheads (arrows from variables to items) represent
the intercept values, and values on these arrows represent
factor loading values. Moreover, residuals were correlated to
reduce redundancy because two items had the same meaning,
and values on arrowheads (arrows from residual to items) are
intercept values. The intercept values are zero due to standardized
estimates in Figure 2.

Furthermore, reliability and validity are also part of the
measurement model used to test the measurement model.
Reliability can bemeasured by Cronbach’s alpha, and its threshold
value is above 0.70 for all scales (Mulki and Lassk, 2019). It is
important to note that Cronbach’s alpha is used when researchers
conduct exploratory factor analysis, while composite reliability
(CR) is preferred when researchers perform CFA to determine
internal consistency. In this research, both CR and alpha values
were assessed, and it can be seen from Table 2 that all values are
above 0.70, indicating that the values are within the range (Lee
et al., 2020).

Similarly, convergent validity is the most common form of
validity used to test measurement models. It is measured by
average variance extracted (AVE > 0.50) or standardized factor
loadings (Lee et al., 2020). Standardized factor loading value
should be greater than 0.50, but if values are <0.50, then
items are not valuable and should be deleted (Joseph and Chin,
2019). So, due to low scores, the following items were deleted
from psychological empowerment, perceived power, variable,
UB, and LSDH, respectively: “I have significant influence over
what happens in my department.” “I think I have a great deal
of power.” “I complained about insignificant things at work.”
“My leader usually doesn’t like to tell jokes or amuse employees
(R).” Similarly, Table 2 indicates that AVE values are above

TABLE 2 | Validity and reliability tests.

Variable Factors Loadings CR Alpha AVE

Psychological

empowerment

PE1 0.906 0.987 0.987 0.870

PE2 0.937

PE3 0.900

PE4 0.935

PE5 0.940

PE6 0.962

PE7 0.918

PE8 0.911

PE9 0.949

PE10 0.952

PE11 0.946

Unethical

behavior (UB)

UB1 0.942 0.979 0.981 0.823

UB2 0.942

UB3 0.935

UB4 0.783

UB5 0.921

UB6 0.932

UB7 0.890

UB8 0.890

UB9 0.924

UB10 0.904

Self-deprecating

humor of the

leader

RSDH1 0.946 0.973 0.974 0.836

SDH2 0.897

RSDH3 0.923

SDH4 0.889

SDH6 0.911

RSDH7 0.937

RSDH8 0.897

Leader–Member

Exchange (LMX)

LMX1 0.868 0.969 0.954 0.798

LMX2 0.890

LMX3 0.926

LMX4 0.913

LMX5 0.889

LMX6 0.898

LMX7 0.870

LMX8 0.892

Employee

creativity (EC)

EC1 0.820 0.939 0.938 0.793

EC2 0.949

EC3 0.900

EC4 0.890

Perceived power PP1 0.901 0.962 0.964 0.786

RPP2 0.932

PP3 0.818

RPP4 0.903

RPP5 0.877

RPP6 0.952

PP7 0.812

Leader humor

(LH)

LH1 0.836 0.941 0.940 0.696

LH2 0.803

LH3 0.940

LH4 0.802

LH5 0.823

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Variable Factors Loadings CR Alpha AVE

LH6 0.787

LH7 0.843

Perceived

acceptability of

norm violation

(PANV)

PANV1 0.882 0.961 0.960 0.832

PANV2 0.884

PANV3 0.968

PANV4 0.902

RPANV5 0.921

the threshold value of 0.5, establishing the convergent validity
(Cheung and Wang, 2017).

Structural Model
After CFA, the next is to determine the general path coefficients
to assess whether there is a negative or positive direction, level
of correlations, and significance between variables. Analysis of
moment structures (AMOS) was undertaken for path coefficients
of the current study (Darvishmotevali et al., 2020). Figure 3
is a graphical representation of the structural model drawn in
AMOS software.

From this graphical representation, values have been extracted
inTable 3, representing path coefficients with critical ratio (CR=

Estimate/SE) and p-values. Suppose an estimate is represented by
a negative value, the exogenous and endogenous estimates have
a negative direction between them, and if the estimate has no
sign, then by default, it represents the positive sign, which means
exogenous and endogenous estimates have a positive direction
between them (Caputo et al., 2019; Chang et al., 2020; Zhang
et al., 2020).

It can be observed from Table 3 that all values of estimates
are positive and p-values are below 0.01, indicating a positive
and highly significant relationship between variables except PE to
employee creativity path, which have a positive relationship but
not highly significant.

Table 4 shows the findings of mediation and sequence
mediation hypotheses. This table shows that Hypothesis 2 is
supported, given that LH is positively predicted by PE via LMX
(B = 0.071, CI of 95% = 0.039–0.117). Hypothesis 3 supports
that LH positively predicted employee creativity via LMX and
PE in sequence (B = 0.094, CI of 95%= 0.075–0.119). Likewise,
Hypothesis 5 is accepted, indicating that LH positively predicted
perceived power via perceived acceptability of norm violation
(B= 0.206, CI of 95%= 0.150–0.265).

Similarly, Hypothesis 7 states that LH positively predicts UB
of employee via perceived acceptability of norm violation and
perceived power in sequence (B = 0.094, CI of 95% = 0.003–
0.191), and this hypothesis is also accepted. Since direct and
indirect paths are significant, we infer that partial mediations
exist among the variables.

Furthermore, the interaction effects of LH and LSDH on
PANV were also examined with the help of PROCESS macro 3.4
(Hayes, 2017), as shown in Table 5.

In Step 1, the LSDH is negatively associated (−0.4587, p
< 0.05), while LSDH (0.8482, p < 0.05) was positively and
significantly linked with PANV. In Step 2, the interaction of
the LSDH and the LH (B= −0.0726, p < 0.05) was negatively
linked with PANV, providing support for this hypothesis. The
negative sign of the beta value of interaction indicates that
the product of LH and LSDH reduces the effect of the LH
variable. The interaction effects have been plotted in Figure 4.
The interacting effect is not visible in the first quadrant but
would be visible if extrapolated to the second quadrant due to
the negative relationship.

Similarly, Hypothesis 8 was tested in the same way by testing
the interaction impact of LSDH and LH on LMX. In Step 1, LH
(B = 0.4500, p <0.01) and LSDH (B = 0.1353, p < 0.05) were
positively associated with LMX. In Step 2, the interaction effect of
LH and LSDH was positively associated with LMX (0.1386, p <

0.01), supporting this hypothesis. The interaction effect has been
plotted in Figure 5.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The field study provided consistent support for all hypotheses.
The results revealed that LH is a double-edged sword. On the
one hand, it signals the acceptability of norm violation which,
in turn, leads to UB via perceived power. On the other hand,
it is associated positively with employee creativity via leader-
member exchange and psychological empowerment in sequence.
Further, it was also demonstrated that LSDH enhances positivity
and reduces negativity, emerging from LH. In simple words,
a humorous leader who tends to use self-deprecating humor
is more likely to discourage UB and promote creativity. The
summary of findings of the current research can be seen in
Figure 6. In this figure, dotted lines depict relationships that
are not hypothesized, while solid lines depict the hypothesized
relationship. Further, theoretical and practical implications and
limitations and suggestions for future directions have also been
discussed in the subsequent subsections.

Theoretical Implications
This study makes many theoretical contributions. First,
introducing BVT in explaining the research framework would
help researchers trace the effects of humor more systematically in
organizational settings. More importantly, BVT was developed
initially to explain whether the act is humorous or not. By
integrating with SIPT, we enrich BVT by studying the effects
and processes of LH. Moreover, by the integration of theories
in formulating the framework, the current research enriches
the literature in a sense that LH not only has a direct impact
on employee creativity and UB but also with a specific indirect
effect. Further, researchers emphasize more empirical research
on humor, especially on LH (Pundt, 2015; Robert et al., 2015;
Yam et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2019). In this regard, the current
study is unique in applying BVT with SIPT in the workplace
to develop and empirically study a comprehensive framework.
Moreover, BVT assumes humor as a benign norm violation
while organizations have norms, which are practices. This
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FIGURE 3 | Structural model.

research provides an impetus to study BVT with other theories
in other workplace environments, such as tourism, fashion, and
entertainment, where norms are not practices. Here, violations
are considered fine, and employees often use humor. The LH
may not convey norm violation in such industries rather than
norm adherence.

Furthermore, BVT states that breaking rules are beneficial
(McGraw and Warren, 2010). Briefly speaking, it is fine to
violate norms having nonthreatening nature, or be it benign, in
other words. While LH sends a powerful message that violations
are acceptable in the organization, it implies that with the
use of humor, the leader is also violating norms in the sense
of breaking normal hierarchical distance (reducing distance
between employees and himself). When employees observe that
their role model is also violating the norms, they perceive it
acceptable to break some existing working rules, which allow
employees to identify new ideas; hence, leading to creativity. So,

in this way, this study has extended the literature related to
BVT, which was previously just limited to identify humorous
and nonhumorous acts. Likewise, the existing literature seems to
have very limited evidence of the repercussion of LH using BVT.
As stated in the paragraph above, LH conveys the acceptance
message for violating norms to employees but has different
implications of enhancing UB rather than enhancing creativity.
Since BVT defines humor as benign norm violations, and
leader also violates norms when using humor, leading to the
acceptability of norm violation. When norm violators perceive
themselves as powerful (Stamkou et al., 2019), they do more
corruption because power is corrupt in itself (Dubois et al., 2015).
Hence, the development of this negative link (UB) would enable
researchers to advance BVT.

Second, research with multiple paths and consequences is
scarce, and researchers encourage future researchers to study
this avenue (Kong et al., 2019; Karakowsky et al., 2020). This
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TABLE 3 | Structural model summarized (direct effects).

Paths Estimates SE CR P

LMX< −−−LH(H1) 0.316 0.040 7.909 ***

PANV< −−−LH (H4) 0.857 0.047 18.336 ***

PP< −−−PANV 0.240 0.032 7.578 ***

PE< −−−LMX 0.223 0.052 4.300 ***

PP< −−−LH 0.431 0.041 10.624 ***

PE< −−−LH 0.455 0.053 8.620 ***

UB< −−−PP 0.148 0.069 2.145 0.032

EC< −−−PE 0.179 0.024 7.488 ***

UB< −−−LH 0.858 0.067 12.719 ***

EC< −−−LH 0.313 0.033 9.640 ***

***p<0.001.

TABLE 4 | Summarized results of mediation and sequential mediation hypotheses.

Hypotheses Estimates LLCI ULCI Results

Leader humor (LH) is positively

linked with psychological

empowerment (PE) via

leader-member exchange (LMX)

(H2)

0.071 0.039 0.117 Supported

LH is positively linked with

employee creativity via LMX and

PE in sequence (H3)

0.094 0.075 0.119 Supported

LH is positively associated with

perceived power, mediated

acceptability of norm violation

(H5)

0.206 0.150 0.265 Supported

LH is positively associated with

employee unethical behavior

(UB), mediated acceptability of

norm violation and perceived

power in sequence (H6)

0.094 0.003 0.191 Supported

From the values of LLCI and ULCI, it can be seen that zero does not exist between their

intervals, providing support for the hypotheses.

study broadens the literature by uniquely unfolding the impact
of LH on the dual behavior of the followers. It assumes
LH as a double-edge sword with two sequential mediators
on both the edges, along with one moderator, grounded
on the integration of BVT and SIPT. Third, this study is
first to investigate how to control the negativity of LH to
make it more productive. Previous literature indicates that
research focuses on either positivity or negativity, ensuing
LH (Cooper et al., 2018; Yam et al., 2018; Kong et al.,
2019). This research advances the literature by controlling
the negativity of LH while enhancing its positivity. For this,
LSDH has been used as a moderating variable in this current
study. Fourth, the existing research is limited to modeling
frameworks limited to very little understanding of LH (Goswami
et al., 2016; Karakowsky et al., 2020). Furthermore, Yam et al.
(2018) suggested additional research while using BVT and
SIPT on LH. This study expands the literature by providing

TABLE 5 | Summarized results of moderating variable.

PATHS Coeff. T P LLCI ULCI

LH > PANV 0.8482 21.9370 0.0000 0.7722 0.9241

LH > LMX 0.4500 13.3812 0.0000 0.4075 0.5477

LSDH > PANV −0.4587 −17.3667 0.0000 −0.5105 −0.4068

LSDH > LMX 0.1353 −2.5978 0.0096 −0.1112 −0.0155

Interaction_1 >

PANV

−0.0726 −3,2727 0.0011 −0.1161 −0.290

Interaction_2 >

LMX

0.1386 7.4764 0.0000 0.1129 0.1933

Interaction, leader’s self-deprecating humor; LH, leader’s self-deprecating humor (LSDH);

*LH; PANV, perceived acceptability of norm violation.

FIGURE 4 | The interaction of leader’s self-deprecating humor and leader’s

humor on PANV.

a more comprehensive rationale of how LH shapes the
behavior of the followers. In this way, this research provides
a deep understanding of how to examine humor impacts in
organizational settings.

Fifth, previous studies focused on one mediation of blessing
(Hu and Luo, 2020; Karakowsky et al., 2020). The researchers
have missed the other elements (Gkorezis et al., 2014;
Wijewardena et al., 2017; Bitterly and Schweitzer, 2019; Hu
and Luo, 2020). In this context, the current research has
incorporated sequential mediation of leadership relations to
advance the literature. For this, two sequential mediations,
norm violation and perceived power, with UB as the dependent
variable was used in the negative path and two sequential
mediations, LMX and PE, with the creativity used in a positive
path. At the same time, LH has been used as the independent
variable for both studies. Sixth, humor is a broader concept
and, therefore, unable to provide a sound understanding of
consequences. That is why a narrow facet variable, LSDH,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 September 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 635300200

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Ali et al. Leader’s Humor: Blessing or Curse?

has been used as a moderating variable to understand the
consequence of humor better. In this way, this study advances
the literature by analyzing the narrow facet variables with
broader concepts.

Practical Implications
Different practical implications are associated with this study.
First, the current research would make the managers or leaders
realize that their actions can be seen as cues that affect the

FIGURE 5 | The interaction of leader’s self-deprecating humor and leader’s

humor on LMX.

performance of their followers both positively or negatively.
Mahsud et al. (2010) indicated that followers perceive their leader
as a role model. So, leaders must be the role models and track
their actions to ensure what type of humor is appropriate for
different situations. Second, the study suggests that a leader can
increase benefits (employee creativity) and reduce curses (UB)
through the proper use of humor. As it is a low-cost strategy
compared to other structural policies, it may vastly benefit the
managers. Third, according to BVT, it is imperative and beneficial
to break norms. Hence, LH sends an implicit message that
breaking the rules is fine. Thus, employees understand that
violating some existing norms is forgivable in the workplace, and
that it is safe to break some working rules. So, the current study
corroborates that this environment at the workplace can lead to
“think out of the box,” thereby enhancing creativity. In other
words, the atmosphere of an organization plays a vital role in
human practices and innovations. Therefore, organizations can
create a culture of condonation through LH on the failure of the
employees to attempt new ideas. Indeed, the use of humor by
leaders facilitates in making the organization to be innovative.

Fourth, in general, humor is considered a motivational factor
in enhancing performance; however, our research indicates a
potential risk associated with humor. It should be clear here
that we are not suggesting that the leaders should stop the
display of humor in the work setting. Indeed, our framework
suggests leaders resorting to humor, but it also recommends
the frequent use of self-deprecating humor to enhance the
performance of their organizations. Fifth, our study also
reveals that LH significantly impacts UB when LSDH is not
considered. Another way to make LH the most effective with
self-deprecating, organizations may train their employees to

FIGURE 6 | Summarized results of paths models and hypotheses of current study.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 14 September 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 635300201

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Ali et al. Leader’s Humor: Blessing or Curse?

espouse organizational norms. This can be done by realizing
organizational identification to employees. When they think that
they are an integral part of their organization, they may behave
with congruence for the benefit of an organization. So, with
identification, LH can be a more powerful tool in enhancing
performance and creativity of the employees.

Sixth, current research indicates that LH positively impacts
organizational performance in enhancing employee creativity (an
integral part of making an organization more profitable and
imperative for staying in business). Previously, successful leaders
often use humor to motivate their employees, garner support,
and even create reminiscences. For example, an angry protest
smashed an egg on Arnold Schwarzenegger, the ex-governor of
California. In an interview with media, the Governor responded
and said, “this guy owes me bacon now.” This response of
the Governor got succor in converting hatters into supporters.
Indeed, practitioners often praised LH to enhance satisfaction
and performance of employees (Katz, 1996). Given its perceived
benefits, business and political leaders often have appointed
trainers for making their leadership more effective (Yam et al.,
2018). Seventh, very interestingly, it can be seen from the findings
that employees who feel powerful in their actions tend to engage
in more creative behavior. Thus, organizations should formulate
a policy for making employees more powerful in their actions so
that the organizations may perform better.

CONCLUSION

In this research study, BVT and SIPT were integrated and found
that LH is a double-edged sword, having a blessing and a curse
for an organization. The results indicate that it leads to increased
employee creativity (blessing path) and enhanced UB (curse
path). Further, LSDH increases employee creativity and reduces
UB of employee stemming from LH by moderating the indirect
effects for both paths. We hope that this study can spark more
research on LH in organizational settings. Although, this research
study sheds light on the consequences of LH, however, many
questions discussed in the next section need to be addressed in
future studies.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

First, in this study, only the LSDH was tested as a moderating
variable and it is recommended that future researchers explore
other styles of LH as a boundary condition. For example, future
researchers might explore whether LSDH enhances the positivity
or negativity that emerges from LH.With reference to the style of
the humor, Martin et al. (2003) had provided details. Moreover,
a complete leadership process not only involves the trait of the
leader but also involves the trait of the follower. So, the trait of
the follower can be measured as a potential moderator in the
relationship between a LH and follower outcomes.

It is also important that future researchers might try to answer
these questions. Does LH possess the same effects for male vs.
female followers? Has LH the same effects for male vs. female

leaders? In other words, the moderating role of male and female
leaders should be examined in the future research to identify
whether both male and female leaders moderate the effects of
LH in the same way or in a different way. In fact, it is a
potential avenue for future researchers to consider a moderating
role of gender (male vs. female leaders and also male vs. female
followers) on the effects of LH because only one paper was found
on the topic, which provides little knowledge. It states that female
leaders are rewarded more for relationship building than male
leaders when using positive humor at the workplace (Decker and
Rotondo, 2001).

Furthermore, although many organizations and industries
treat norm violation as a negative behavior while some industries
like tourism, entertainment explicitly violate norms. So, it
indicates that the conflict of industries concerning norm
violation, and in this sense, industry type or organizations can
be treated as a moderator in future research. Although an effort
was put to develop a comprehensive framework for LH in the
current study, there is still a need to research LH in the future. For
example, future researchersmight consider the other outcomes of
LH because research on LH is very limited in an organizational
context (Karakowsky et al., 2020).

In this study, SIPT with BVT was used to develop hypotheses.
According to SIPT, employees receive signals from the social
environment and after processing, they develop behavior,
favorable or unfavorable for the organization. This signaling
process is patchy without the capacity for accurate interpretation
by the receiver (Connelly et al., 2010). So, future researchers
might endeavor to examine the factors that can influence
receivers to interpret themessage delivered in the sense of humor,
accurately. With the trait of followers, future researchers can
also strive to identify the characteristics of the leader, which can
influence the effectiveness of humor as a signaling tool. Future
researchers might use signaling theory to research LH, a very
similar theory to SIPT. In LH and follower context, this theory
provides that LH is perceived as a cue (Cann et al., 2016).

Data were collected limited from the software houses, the
IT industries, located in Pakistan. Therefore, it is recommended
for future research to collect data from other industries, such
as the textile industry or construction industry to generalize
the findings. Further, it is also suggested to collect data from
two industries and compare their results. Moreover, data were
collected from employees in this study; however, it is also advised
to collect data from leaders and employees. Besides, cross-
sectional data were collected due to the time restrictions and
cost expenditure for the current study. Future researchers might
consider longitudinal data for comparing results to understand
the causal effects better. Lastly, conducting an experiment is
an avenue for future research because this study is limited to
field studies.
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This research investigates the impact of transformational leadership (TL) style on project

success (PS) in the indirect effect of serial mediation of team-building and teamwork

quality (TWQ). A quantitative research approach was used for this study. Data were

gathered from 374 professional information system development (ISD) project managers

in Pakistan. The hypotheses were tested using regression analysis with bootstrapping.

Both team-building and teamwork independently and serially mediate the relationship

between the TL and PS of the project managers, respectively. The TL style of the project

manager intensifies PS with team-building practices (TBP) and TWQ. The TL boosts

TWQ in terms of communication, coordination, and cohesion to achieve a successful

project. The findings suggest that TL is associated with PS through serial mediation of

team-building and teamwork. No research to date has used this nascent methodology

to explore the association between TL and PS.

Keywords: transformational leadership, team-building, teamwork quality, project success, information system

development

INTRODUCTION

In most organizations using project success (PS) as a survival strategy, the ubiquitous PS
phenomena will remain in the near future (Musawir et al., 2017). The PS has become a universal
topic for project management researchers due to the rapid expansion and heterogeneous nature
of the organizations (Albert et al., 2017). Leadership literature identifies the impact of leadership
on the success and management of the project; however, there is a deficient understanding of
the project-based organizations (Albert et al., 2017). In the past three decades, the researcher
and practitioners are interested in the psychological relationship between employees and their
organizations (Barattucci et al., 2021). Research calls to explore the underlying mechanism through
which leadership styles influence information system development (ISD) projects.

Full Range Leadership Theory (FRLT) (Antonakis et al., 2003) highlighted three leadership
styles; transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire (Sohmen, 2013). Laissez-faire is considered
destructive in project management compared to the former two leadership styles (Skogstad
et al., 2007). Transformational and transactional styles have gained particular attention in project
management, and some project leaders build up a meticulous leadership behavior attempt to
enhance and improve the project performance (Yang et al., 2011). The leader aims to accomplish
the goal by subordinates through communication and influence, as cited by Raziq et al. (2018).
Project management literature (Prabhakar, 2005; Yang et al., 2011) emphasizes some preconditions
of project management and PS, such as team communication, cohesiveness, collaboration, and
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effective and efficient team-building (Aga et al., 2016), which
are the results of good project leadership. The role of the
project leader is essential in all the phases of the project,
from initiation to completion and delivery of the product or
service according to the expected specifications of the project
stakeholder (PMI, 2013). Modern management approaches to
understand the attitude of the leader, in particular, toward others
(Taşçi and Titrek, 2020). The rapid change in the environment
brings challenges and opportunities to cope with the project
successfully and is liable for sustainable development (Huemann
and Silvius, 2017). The role of the project leader is greatly
signified to establish and achieve the desired goal (Shao, 2018).
Project success is the ultimate goal for any organization; hence,
it is an indispensable subject to project management researchers
(Albert et al., 2017; Fernando et al., 2018). Complex projects
are likely to be successful when experienced with a high level
of team communication, collaboration, and cohesiveness (Yang
et al., 2011).

The present study seeks to contribute to a better
understanding of the mechanisms through which the
transformational leadership (TL) behavior of the project
managers influences PS. A research study called for more
research to understand the relationship between TL and
team performance through the use of mediators representing
team processes (Gundersen et al., 2012). The government of
Pakistan formulated series of policies to facilitate information
technology (IT) firms to promote the export of software in the
international market. The previous studies also demonstrated
that project leadership is critical to PS (Scott-Young et al.,
2019). Although several studies (Prabhakar, 2005; Yang et al.,
2011; Sohmen, 2013; Tyssen et al., 2014; Aga et al., 2016; Raziq
et al., 2018) have been conducted on project leadership style
(transactional and transformational) in construction, NGO, and
other industries, still there is a lack of understanding in ISD
sector. The environment and the approach of the ISD projects
are entirely different from other sectors due to the intangible
nature of the product.

According to Antonakis et al. (2003) TL is one of the
basic leadership styles of full range leadership theory (FRLT).
The proposed plan is to investigate the unresolved question of
previous literature with empirical evidence. This study is based
on the serial mediation effect of building practices (TBP) and
teamwork quality (TWQ) between TL and PS in the context
of the ISD project workspace. As Pollack and Matous (2019)
stated, in the project management literature, no research has
been found that examined the effect of unique, repeatable team-
building activities and how they affect teamwork. The study also
argues that the TL style of the project manager leads to TBPs that
predict teamwork quality (TWQ). The TWQ contributes to PS.
The novel insights provide a serial mediation of TBP and TWQ
to enhance the success of the sustainable project.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Project Success
Project success is an intensively discussed topic in the project
management field (Standing et al., 2006; Basten et al., 2011).

Traditionally, the scope, cost, and time of the iron triangle
are considered key components for the measurement of PS
(PMI, 2013). Whereas, the PS evaluation also encompasses
additional factors including product acceptance from the
customer, stakeholder, commercialization, and future project
opportunity (Cooke-Davies, 2002; Serrador and Rodney, 2014).
Baccarini (1999) considered that PS is related to the outcomes of a
project, such as information system or research and development
products, and project management success refers to the process
and performance of the project in terms of cost, time, and quality
(Baccarini, 1999). DeLone and McLean defined the success of an
information system (IT) as PS, in contrast to the success of the
project management as cited by Petter et al. (2013).

Though there is no mutual consensus among the researcher
on PS criteria in the project management literature, the work by
Khang and Moe (2008) and Ika et al. (2012) are comprehensive
and relevant for developmental projects. Primarily, the work
done by Raziq et al. (2018) and Oh et al. (2019) is more
relevant to ISD projects. An investigation proposes the following
as the PS determinants: the advantages the project brings
to the project organization, key partners, the project team,
customer satisfaction, the accomplishment of the objectives of
the project organization, and marketing potential (Ika, 2015).
Given the above-mentioned determinants, comprehensively, we
can describe that PS involves the following factors: project
completion within the scope, time, expense, quality, customer
and stakeholder satisfaction, and the achievement of the goals
and objectives of the project organization.

Transformational Leadership Style
Although the subject of leadership has been under scholarly
examination for several decades, there is a shortage of
empirical study in the project management context (Aga et al.,
2016). Full Range Leadership Theory is the most generally
accepted leadership theory, and it envelops transformational,
transactional, and laissez-faire styles (Sohmen, 2013). Gundersen
et al. (2012) suggested that the TL style has high importance
to the project-based organization. The TL is related to solid
individual identification with the leader, forming a mutual
vision of things to come, and a relationship between the
leader and the subordinates who are undeniably dependent on
something other than the straightforward trade of remunerations
for consistency (Keegan and Den Hartog, 2004). The leader
is the primary source of motivation and encouragement
for the subordinates to bring a positive change (Raziq
et al., 2018). In the literature, there seems to be a general
agreement of researchers on four dimensions of TL: idealized
influence, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and
individualized consideration. Idealized influence is the behavior
of the leader that arouses strong emotions in the followers
and establishes a deep mutual understanding. The intellectual
stimulation of the leader encourages the followers to be creative
and induces them to develop innovative and/or creative solutions
to the problem. Inspirational motivation is expressed when a
leader conveys a vision that is compelling and encouraging to
followers and offers demanding tasks and elevated expectations
for them. Individualized consideration describes paying attention
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to individual followers and their personal needs (Mittal, 2016),
and provides support, encouragement, and coaching to the
followers (Avolio et al., 2004; Lindgren and Packendorff, 2009).

Team-Building Practices
In literature, TBP is considered a central part of human
resource management (HRM) in project-based organizations
(Turner et al., 2008). Klein et al. (2009) defined team-building
as “a class of formal and informal team-level interventions
that focus on improving social relations and clarifying roles,
as well as solving task and interpersonal problems that affect
team functioning.” There is an agreement in the literature with
regard to the following four components of team-building: goal
setting, role clarification, interpersonal processes, and problem-
solving (Klein et al., 2009). The goal-setting strategy conveys
the general goals and specific objectives of the project to the
team members by defining a subtask and setting schedules.
As a result, the team members who are subjected to a target
setting will become active in action planning to discover ways
to reach specific objectives (Aga et al., 2016). Role clarification
emphasizes increased communication among team members
regarding their respective roles within the team. Team members
exposed to role-clarification activities are expected to achieve a
better understanding of the respective roles of themselves and
others and their duties within the team (Klein et al., 2009). This
includes clarifying the requirements of the individual roles, team
norms, and mutual responsibilities of team members (Aga et al.,
2016). The interpersonal process includes conflict resolution
among team members and clearing up any hidden agenda (Aga
et al., 2016). Problem-solving practice stresses understanding
significant challenges in group tasks to develop the aptitudes
relevant to the task. This is a process in which the team members
identify the problems, generate considerable and relevant data,
take an interest in strategic thinking and action planning, and
execute and review action plans (Aga et al., 2016).

Teamwork Quality
The definition of teamwork refers to “the interdependent
components of performance required to effectively coordinate
the performance of multiple individuals.” (Salas et al., 2008a).
Numerous studies have sought to assess the efficiency of
teamwork. The first TWQ model developed tested the collective
team-task processes and focused on the level of interaction
(Hoegl and Gemuenden, 2001). Previous studies demonstrated
that teamwork efficiency is measured as a second-order construct
consisting of communication, coordination, cohesion, mutual
support, and learning in new product development (NPD)
projects (Kuthyola et al., 2017). Oh et al. (2019) used the TWQ
construct for the ISD project: communication, coordination,
the balance of member contribution (BMC), mutual support,
effort, and cohesion. Communication considers the frequency
of interaction among team members, formalization, and the
free exchange of information. Coordination demands to develop
a general understanding among the project team members
when working on parallel subtasks, and agreement on common
work-down structure, schedules, budgets, and deliverables of
the project. Balance of member contribution is the ability to

employ the expertise of the team members to its full potential.
The contribution should reflect the specific knowledge and
experience of the team members. Mutual support is the ability
and willingness of the team members to assist and support
each other in executing their tasks. The sub construct effort
is the capacity and willingness of team members to share the
workload and prioritize the activities of the group over other
tasks. Cohesion is the motivation of the team members to
maintain the team and to understand that the team goal is more
important than individual goals.

Research Model and Hypotheses
This section presents the conceptual framework and hypotheses
of the study. It also highlights the relationships between the
variables in the study. Figure 1 depicts the conceptual framework
of the study.

Transformational Leadership and Project Success
The literature indicates that the appropriate attitudes of the
project leaders play a significant role in achieving an excellent
project performance (Scott-Young and Samson, 2008; Zwikael
and Unger-Aviram, 2010). The TL style is positively associated
with employee entrepreneurial behavior (Afsar et al., 2017),
innovative employee behavior (Wang et al., 2017), employee
creativity (Dong et al., 2017), employee retention (Caillier, 2018),
organizational commitment (Delegach et al., 2017), performance
(Jansen et al., 2009; Vaccaro et al., 2012), employee adaptability
and proactivity (Wang et al., 2017), and work engagement (Ding
et al., 2017). The leadership style is also linked positively in a
project environment with PS (Anantatmula, 2010) and project
performance (Keller, 1992).

The attributes (inspiration, respect, obligation, individualized
consideration, support, and open communication) of TL are
much more likely to yield positive results (Al-Ghazali, 2020).
Zaman et al. (2019) argued that TL plays a role of a catalyst in
strategic repositioning and a positive change in implementing
the perspective of the stakeholder, who contributes to a
successful project. A transformational approach has enhanced
the knowledge of different obstacles and related project problems
that warrant initiatives to improve (Zaman et al., 2019). The
transformational leader thus sets inspiring goals for his team
members to achieve demanding project objectives. In project
teams, a transformational leader promotes positive workplace
relationships, high engagement, and cohesion in project teams
that guarantee the success of the project (Raziq et al., 2018). In
this way, the teammembers work to their full potential and bring
the project to completion. Thus we propose our first hypothesis:

H1. The TL style of the project manager positively influences
project success.

The Mediating Role of TBP
There is a strong relationship between TL style and TBP
(Aga et al., 2016). Team-building facilitates the exchange of
information and mutual understanding among team members
and improves the outcomes of the team (Hsu et al., 2011).
McDonough (2000) investigated the following four factors of the
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FIGURE 1 | The proposed model.

leadership style of project managers that effect TBP: project goals,
empowerment, climate, and human resources. In the project
goal, effective project leadership defines the goals and tasks
to subordinates and clarifies the constraints. Project managers
should adopt the TL style to empower team members to explore,
analyze, and make decisions about the strategies to utilize
them for problem-solving and tasks to be performed. Effective
leadership style is vital for project managers to maintain the
flow of information and expertise within the team and other
organizational groups for actual decision making. This process
involves communication mechanisms to exchange information
about the project objectives, project changes, and updates the
role and responsibilities of individual members. An effective
project leadership style is required to enhance team commitment,
build trust, and establish efficient working relationships among
the team members. Burke et al. (2006) underlined that even
if the project team is high-performing with the right skills
and techniques, it will not be effective without appropriate
leadership. The TL style is required for a project manager to
instill motivation and enthusiasm in the team to perform beyond
their expectations by conventional team-building strategies, such
as goal-setting, role-clarification, interpersonal communication,
and problem-solving techniques (Aga et al., 2016).

H2. TBPs mediate the relationship between the
transformational leadership style of the project manager and PS.

The Mediating Role of TWQ
Several studies have indicated that teamwork is a crucial factor
that positively affects the success of the project teams (Hoegl and
Gemuenden, 2001; Yang et al., 2011). Teamwork is considered
a proxy for project performance evaluation and project progress
in complex environments (Qin et al., 2016). Several studies have
shown how TWQ acts as a mediator between leadership styles
and project performance (Aronson et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2011;
Oh et al., 2019). Oh et al. (2019) confirmed that transformational,
transactional, and entrepreneur governance network leadership
styles were correlated with the TWQ and ISD proPS, and TWQ
served as an essential mediator between leadership and PS.
Aronson et al. (2006) analyzed TWQ as a mediator variable
between the personality of the leader and project output of
new product development (NPD) under different conditions and

uncertainty. Another study elaborated on how TWQ mediates
leadership and project outcomes (Dionne et al., 2004). In a
controlled environment, the TL style enhances TWQ and leads
to completion and success.

H3. TWQ mediates the relationship between the TL style of the
project manager and PS.

The Serial Mediating Role of TBP and TWQ
The success of the team can have significant measurable effects
on the time and cost of the success of a project; teamwork
is usually seen as a soft skill with few specific guidelines or
analysis of its influence on project results (Thomas et al.,
2008). Team-building is one of the ways for organizations to
enhance the efficiency of teamwork (Klein et al., 2009). It is an
intervention in which cohesive working groups learn to improve
their teamwork skills by using a planned agenda (Tannenbaum
et al., 1992). Svyantek et al. (1999) investigated that team-
building positively affected the efficiency of the workgroup.
Klein et al. (2009) and Salas et al. (2008b) examined that
team-building improves cognitive thinking (e.g., declarative
knowledge of teamwork competencies), team member affective
outcomes (e.g., team potency and trust), processes (e.g.,
coordination and communication), and team performance
outcomes (e.g., productivity measures). Xu et al. (2010) found
that TWQ mediates the effect of the relationship between
technical and human IT infrastructure capabilities and the
success of the IT project. Effective and efficient team-building,
team communication, cohesiveness, and collaboration are the
preconditions for the success of project management (Raziq
et al., 2018). Staggers et al. (2008) strongly believed that most
effective teamwork happens after team-building and team-
building as a process is linked to the process of teamwork.
Effective communication is an integral part of teamwork, one of
every five projects being reported as unsuccessful due to poor
communication (Pollack and Matous, 2019). The purpose of
team-building strategies is to change and extend team processes
until they are formed and stabilized (Kozlowski and Ilgen, 2006).
Based on the arguments stated above, we recommend that TBPs
help to enhance TWQ, which in turn will have a positive effect
on PS.
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H4. TBP and TWQ serially mediate the relationship between
the TL style of the project manager and PS.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Setting and Participants
It is possible to classify projects into various categories. This
research considers information systems development (ISD)
projects. The deliverables of ISD projects are intangible. The
development of the ISD projects aims to enhance organizational
coordination in terms of real-time data, better communication,
greater productivity, and a secure location. The study was
designed to investigate the association between TL and PS with
serial mediation of TBPs and TWQ. In this study, the participants
are ISD project managers from Pakistan.

Sample and Data Collection Procedure
The target institutions of the study were IT firms that undertake
ISD projects. Data were collected in January 2020–April 2020
from ISD project managers working in leading companies in the
IT sector of Pakistan. The data were collected from the registered
firms with Pakistan Software Export Board (PSEB). We took the
information from the firm (name, contact, website, and city) from
the PSEB website. The data were gathered from the following
major cities of Pakistan: Islamabad (19.0%), Peshawar (17.1%),
Lahore (20.1%), Karachi (21.9%), Quetta (12.0%), and other cities
(9.9%) through an online questionnaire. Some significant studies
have focused on a cross-sectional approach to examine the
project’s success (Joslin and Müller, 2016; Musawir et al., 2017;
Zaman et al., 2019). The managers have already sensed, observed,
and witnessed the results of these specific characteristics of the
project in question; the self-reported survey concept is more
appropriate (Zhang et al., 2018). We sent the link to the online
questionnaire to 800 ISD project managers. We received 374
responses; the response rate was 46.75%. In this study, we took
one participant per organization. It had been mentioned at the
top of the questionnaire that participantsmust havemanaged one
or more ISD project(s) in the past.

Measures
Project Success
In the project management literature, there is a debate on what
constitutes the PS criteria. Some researchers used the aggregative
approach (Yang et al., 2011; Kissi et al., 2013), whereas others
used the distributive PS criteria (Dvir et al., 2003; Diallo and
Thuillier, 2004). This research used the aggregate approach of
measuring a multi-dimensional project performance construct
based on the interpretation of specific parameters by project
managers. Project success constructs adopted from a well-
validated study of Aga (2016) composed of six items, addressing
time, expense, quality, client use, satisfaction, and efficacy. The
project managers evaluated each item on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Transformational Leadership
We adopted the constructs of Aga et al. (2016) which are
based on the study by Bass and Avolio (1996). The study by

Bass and Avolio (1996) has been considered a well-validated
study in leadership research. We adopted eight elements
of TL, covering idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Items
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) were
based on the five-point Likert scale, respectively.

Team-Building Practices and Teamwork Quality
Project TBPs and TWQ are used as serial mediator variables
in the research model. Team-building is a multi-dimensional
construct that entails goal setting, role clarification, interpersonal
processes, and problem-solving (Klein et al., 2009). We adopted
eight items from the study by Aga et al. (2016) for TBPs.
The project managers assessed each item on a five-point Likert
scale of 1–5 ranging between “strongly disagree” and “strongly
agree,” respectively.

Teamwork quality that entails communication, coordination,
the BMC, mutual support, effort, and cohesion comprises six
items adapted from Oh et al. (2019) and Yang et al. (2011).

Covariates
In this study, the participants were ISD project managers. A set
of control variables are listed that adopted to mitigate spurious
effects and enhance internal validity. The control variables in this
study categorize the demographics of ISD project managers. The
measures of demographic control variables include gender (1 =

male, 2= female), age (1 ≤ 21 years, 2= 21–25 years, 3= 26–30
years, 4 = 31–35 years, 5 = 36–40 years, 6 = 41–45 years, 7 =

46–50 years, and 8=more than 50 years), academic qualification
(1 = intermediate, 2 = graduate, 3 = master/doctorate), and the
experience in ISD projects (1 ≤ 1 year, 2 = 2–5 years, 3 = 6–
9 years, 4 = 10–13 years, 5 = 14–17 years, and 6 = more than
17 years).

Data Analysis
Before analyzing the hypotheses, missing values, the accuracy of
data, and outliers were examined. We used AMOS 23 and Plug-
ins to conduct Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) to examine
convergent and discriminant validity.

We investigated the mediating effect of TBP and TWQ
independently on the relationship between TL and PS. We
adopted the mediation four steps methodology developed by
Hayes (2013). First, the independent variable (TL) must be
related to the dependent variable (PS). Second, the independent
variable (TL) must be related to the mediator variable (TBPs and
TWQ). Third, the dependent variable (PS) must be related to the
mediator variable (TBPs and TWQ). Fourth, when the mediator
variable is controlled, the effect of the independent variable (TL)
on the dependent variable (PS) is no longer significant or is
substantially reduced. Next, we examined the serial mediation
effect of team-building and teamwork in the relationship between
TL and PS.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the demographics of
participants. It shows 374 ISD project managers who took part
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TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Variables Frequency (N) Percentage Average

Gender

Male 295 78.9 1.21

Female 79 21.1

Total 374 100

Age

<21 4 1.1 5.47

21–25 6 1.6

26–30 15 4.0

31–35 34 9.1

36–40 131 35

41–45 115 30.7

46–50 48 12.8

>50 21 5.6

Total 374 100

Experience

≤1 8 2.1 4.04

2–5 22 5.9

6–9 88 23.5

10–13 129 34.5

14–17 82 21.9

>17 45 12.0

Total 374 100

Education

Intermediate 15 4.0 2.08

Graduation 315 84.2

Master/Doctorate 44 11.8

Total 374 100

in this study. In the result, 78.9% of respondents were men and
21.1% were women. The average age, experience, and education
of the ISD project managers were found to be 5.47 (38 years), 4.04
(10 years), and 2.08 (graduation), respectively.

Validity and Reliability Analyses
Convergent validity is the internal consistency of multiple
dimensions for each construct. In the composite reliability
(CR) statistics used for internal consistency, the recommended
(Bagozzi and Yi, 1988) threshold value must be<0.70. In Table 2,
the CR of TL (0.930), TBPs (0.895), TWQ (0.860), and PS (0.857)
were internally consistent. Factor loadings were all >0.50.

Discriminant validity assesses how distinct is each construct
of the model is from the others. The average variance extracted
(AVE) was used to determine if the constructs had adequate
discriminant validity. The acceptable threshold value for AVE
should be greater than 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). In
Table 2, the results show that each construct has an acceptable
AVE value: TL (0.654), TBPs (0.519), TWQ (0.510), and PS
(0.501) were internally consistent. In addition, the square roots
of the AVE of TL (0.808), TBPs (0.720), TWQ (0.714), and PS
(0.708) were greater than the correlations between the constructs.

As a result, all of the tests met the recommended convergent and
discriminant validity thresholds.

The tool used for the model fit measures AMOS 23.0 and
AMOS Plug-in (Gaskin and Lim, 2016). The presented results
in Table 3 examined the dimensionality and fitness of the
CFA model. The results indicate that our hypothesized model
significantly fit the data. All the fitness indicator values are
as follows: CMIN = 607.940, DF = 318, CMIN/DF = 1.912,
comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.946, standard root-mean-
square residual (SRMR) = 0.057, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.049 and PClose = 0.553 are in the
acceptable range.

Hypotheses Testing
The hypotheses were tested using an analytical method provided
by Hayes (2013). The PROCESS SPSS plug-in calculated a total
of 374 valid responses. Hayes (2013) argued that this method
is superior to the traditional method for evaluating mediating
effects. In this study, age, gender, education, and experience have
considered control variables. Figure 2 shows standardized path
coefficients. The proof that the 95% CI for all indirect effects
does not include zero is summarized in Tables 4, 5. The results
confirm that (TBPs) and TWQmediate the relationship between
TL and PS. Table 5 entailed estimates of the indirect effects along
with the 98% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals
for path estimates.

Hypothesis 1 states that the TL style of the project manager
positively influences PS. For H1, the analysis shows the total
direct effect of TL on PS. The regression analysis indicates that
TL significantly (β = 0.417, SE = 0.041, P < 0.000) influence
PS, supporting H1. Hypothesis 2 states that TBPs mediate the
relation of TL and PS. The H2 analysis requires the indirect
effect of TL through TBPs to predict PS. The results shows that
TBPs significantly (β = a1 × b1 = 0.807 × 0.174 = 0.140, SE
= 0.073, BootLLCI = 0.018, BootULCI = 0.306) mediate the
relationship between TL and PS, supporting H2. Hypothesis 3
states that the TL of the project manager predicts TWQ which
affects PS. For H3 analysis, the significance test required the
prediction of the indirect effect on PS of TL through TWQ.
According to the result, TWQ significantly (β = a2 × b2 = 0.290
× 0.328 = 0.095, SE = 0.043, BootLLCI = 0.015, BootULCI =
0.182) mediates the relationship of TL and PS, H3 supporting H4
states that TBPs and TWQ sequentially mediate the relationship
between TL and PS. For H4, the results show that TBPs and TWQ
significantly (β = a1 × d21 × b2 = 0.807 × 0.582 × 0.328 =

0.154, SE = 0.039, BootLLCI = 0.084, BootULCI = 0.235) and
serially mediate the relationship between TL and PS. The results
supported all hypotheses.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study is to empirically investigate
how the TL style of the project manager influences PS directly
and indirectly by multiple mediation and robust analysis. Project
management necessitates the use of team-building strategies and
teamwork. Gundersen et al. (2012) suggested that the TL style has
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TABLE 2 | Model validity measures.

CR AVE MSV MaxR(H) TL TBP TWQ PS

TL 0.930 0.654 0.498 0.931 0.808

TBP 0.895 0.519 0.498 0.903 0.706*** 0.720

TWQ 0.860 0.510 0.103 0.872 0.254*** 0.321*** 0.714

PS 0.857 0.501 0.060 0.861 0.219*** 0.245*** –0.030 0.708

TL, transformational leadership; TBP, team building practices; TWQ, teamwork quality; PS, project success; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; MSV, maximum

shared variance. Source: calculated by the authors using AMOS 23.0 and Plug-in (Gaskin and Lim, 2016).

TABLE 3 | Model fit measures.

Measure Estimate Threshold Interpretation

CMIN 607.940 – –

DF 318 – –

CMIN/DF 1.912 Between 1 and 3 Excellent

CFI 0.946 >0.95 Acceptable

SRMR 0.057 <0.08 Excellent

RMSEA 0.049 <0.06 Excellent

PClose 0.553 >0.05 Excellent

CMIN, contrast media-induced nephropathy; DF, degree of freedom; CFI. comparative fit index; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA, root mean squared error of

approximation; PClose: process close. Source: calculated by the authors using AMOS 23.0 and Plug-in (Gaskin and Lim, 2016).

FIGURE 2 | Mediation model. Notes: N = 374, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

high importance to the project-based organization. The following
are some significant findings of the study.

First, the study shows that TL style positively influences PS.
The TL style of the project manager promoted the perception
of PS among the project team members. If the team members
believe that the project is going in the right direction, there will be
no doubt about the success. Second, there is a positive association
between TL style and TBPs. The TL positively influences and
clarifies the primary goal of the project, expectations, and
responsibilities of individual team members and identifies task-
related problems, and generates ideas, and resolves the problems.

Third, the results indicate that TBPs mediate the relationship
between TL and PS. Aga et al. (2016) also found a strong
association among the TL style of the project manager, PS,
and TBPs. Team-building practice is found to mediate the
relationship between TL and PS.

Fourth, the TL style of the project manager promotes
TWQ. The project team recognizes individual strengths and
weaknesses and assigns work regarding the strength of the
individual. The project team members are mutually helpful
and supportive. Fifth, the TWQ mediates the relationship
between TL and PS. Transformational leadership emphasizes
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TABLE 4 | Regression coefficients and model summary information for the serial multiple mediator model.

M1(TBP) M2(TWQ) Y(PS)

Antecedent Coefficient SE P Coefficient SE P Coefficient SE P

X(TL) a10.808 0.086 <0.001 a2 0.297 0.054 <0.001 c
′

=0.416 0.041 <0.001

M1(TBP) – – – d21 0.584 0.59 <0.001 b1 0.182 0.048 <0.001

M2(TWQ) – – – – .b2 0.320 0.038 <0.001

Constant iM1 0.522 0.086 n.s .iM2−0.183 0.102 n.s .iy 0.063 0.075 n.s

TL, transformational leadership; TBP: team building practices; TWQ: teamwork quality; PS: project success; M1: first mediator; M2: second mediator; n.s.: not significant. Source:

calculated by authors by using Process in SPSS 23.0.

TABLE 5 | Indirect effects.

Hypothesized mediating relationships Indirect effect BootSE Lower confidence interval Upper confidence interval Figure path

Ind1→TL→ TBPPS 0.147 0.060 0.280 0.516 Ind1: (a1 b1)

Ind2 TL→ TWQ→ PS 0.095 0.045 0.014 0.186 Ind2: (a2 b2)

Ind3 TL→ TBP→ TWQ→ PS 0.151 0.040 0.080 0.239 Ind3: (a1 b1 +d21b2 + a2 b2)

Total indirect effects 0.393 0.060 0.280 0.516

Bootstrap sample 10,000 with 95% confidence interval. TL: transformational leadership; TBP: team building practices; TWQ: teamwork quality; PS: project success. Source: calculated

by authors by using PROCESS in SPSS 23.0.

that inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and
intellectual stimulation are positive effects of TWQ. In turn,
TWQ increases the level of PS. Sixth, more importantly, the
studies also found that TBPs and TWQ serially mediate the
association between the TL style of the project manager and PS.
This is the first study that explicitly identifies the serial mediation
role of TBPs and TWQ in the relationship between TL and PS.

Theoretical Implications
The current study incorporates leadership theory in project
management literature in the context of the multiple
mediation effect of TBPs and TWQ between TL style
and PS. The study results show that TBP and TWQ link
the relationship between TL and ISD of PS. The study
also presents that TBPs and TWQ serially mediate the
relationship between TL and ISD of PS. This finding
strengthens our knowledge of the importance of TL in
project management.

As our results found, TL style influences PS with or
without team-building and teamwork mediation. Project
management literature also found that the TL, directly and
indirectly, explains the PS in the context of team-building
(Aga et al., 2016) and TWQ (Yang et al., 2011). The presented
results show that TL influences TBPs that contribute to
TWQ, which in turn predicts the ISD of PS. In other
words, TBPs and TWQ serially intervene in the path of TL
and PS.

Limitation and Future Research Direction
Our study has several limitations that should be taken into
account and considered as a direction for future research.

First, the provided practical implication is limited to ISD
projects. We collected data from ISD project managers in

a specific country (Pakistan), which restricts the universality.
Future research should focus on reassessing and reconfirming
our findings in different work environments and countries.

Second, the data were collected for different constructs from
one source (ISD project managers) at the same time. Therefore,
a common method could be a concern. However, the results
of CFA also confirm that variables are empirically distinct and
the constructs used in the present study are widely applied in
previous empirical research studies.

Third, we used cross-sectional data rather than longitudinal
data, which are the restricting factors to draw strong inferences
about causality. To better understand causality direction,
future research should be conducted using longitudinal and/or
experimental data sets.

Fourth, the control variable project type has not been
examined in this study. The Project type in terms of team size,
cost, and complexity could influence the PS.We recommend that
future research should concentrate on investigating the effect of
project type on PS.

The demographics of the respondents, such as age, gender, and
experience need to be explored as moderators in future studies.

Since this is the first study of its kind that found team-building
and TWQ serially mediate the relationship between TL and PS,
respectively. We encourage the researchers to extend our model
and explore more paths to PS.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the direct
and indirect influence of TL style on ISD projects. The research
demonstrated that TL has a direct impact on the PS of ISD.
The results indicated that TBPs and TWQ serially mediate
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between TL and PS. In addition, we showed that team-
building and TWQ independently and serially mediate the path
between TL and PS. The project-based organizations should
promote the TL style in project managers through leadership
development programs.

This study has several practical implications. The TL style
of the project managers intensifies the success of the project
with TBPs and TWQ. The TL style enhances the ability of the
project managers to improve their performance (Aga et al., 2016).
As a result, adopting TL increases the probability of achieving
the project objectives and benefiting the organizations. Team-
building aims to clarify the roles, bettering social relations,
and solving task-oriented problems. The TL boosts TWQ in
terms of communication, coordination, and cohesion to achieve
successful projects. This implies that the project managers should
focus on the TL style and implement properly all components
of team-building and TWQ to get a higher probability of
PS. This is the responsibility of the transformational leader
to create a climate to apply all ingredients of team-building
and teamwork.
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Principals’ Leadership of Mathematics
Teachers’ Professional Development
Eskil Ahn Braseth*

Norwegian Centre for Mathematics Education, Department of Teacher Education, Faculty of Social and Educational Science,
Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Trondheim, Norway

Leadership has long been recognized for having a significant impact on teacher learning.
While research on development programs for mathematics teachers has suggested a
change in focus from teachers being passive participants to becoming active learners in
practice-based development programs, little is said about how this change in focus affects
the principals’ role as leaders of teachers’ professional development (PD). In response to
this, the presented study investigates how a Norwegian school management team
facilitates and supports its mathematics teacher’s PD in their first year of participation
in a particular practice-based development program. Findings from the study show that
supporting teachers’ PD is easier said than done. The study highlights the importance of
building teachers’ sense of ownership and having a shared overarching goal for
participating in a practice-based development program. Moreover, there must be a
structure and a practice for development work at school if a plan for development in
practice is to be successfully implemented and fulfill teachers’ need for continuous
development support. Based on the findings from this study and the use of cultural
historical activity theory (CHAT) and the activity system, the article suggests that at least
two prerequisites must be present for practice-based development programs to serve as
mediating artifacts for teachers’ PD. First, the roles involved in the development work must
be defined so that the work or goal-directed actions divided between the people in the
shared community act towards the same object. Second, the school leader needs support
in his work as a leader of teachers’ PD.

Keywords: school leaders’ role, practice-based, mathematics teachers’ professional development, teacher
leadership, supporting school leader, cultural historical activity theory

INTRODUCTION

In a two-year-long practice-based development program in mathematics, teacher educators and a
group of teachers from a number of schools come together five times a year for a daylong, job-
embedded professional learning event, driven by teacher educators. The events, called a cycle of
enactment and investigation, take place in a genuine school context. Each cycle starts with a
discussion based on a pre-read article or a short video vignette of a teaching sequence related to
ambitious mathematics teaching. Then the teachers are divided into arranged groups where they plan
to carry out an instructional activity together with their supervisor, focusing on how to enact
particular practices for ambitious mathematics teaching. One or two of the teachers are responsible
for carrying out the instructional activity with a group of real students in an actual classroom context.
At the end of the planning sessions, they have a rehearsal where the other teachers act as “students”,
asking questions that real students might ask. The rehearsal gives the teachers the opportunity to try
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out and discuss the teaching strategies and moves they have
planned. During the rehearsal and the conduction of the
instructional activity, the teachers, as well as the supervisor,
can pause the instruction by initiating a teacher time-out that
instantly freezes the situation and enables the group to think out
loud together in the moment and determine the direction of the
further instruction. The cycle ends with a group discussion where
the teachers reflect on the conducted instructional activity and the
planning process together with the supervisor before briefly
preparing for the next upcoming event.

The practice-based development program briefly described
above is called the Mastering ambitious mathematics teaching
(MAM) program, aimed for in-service mathematics teachers in
Norway (e.g., Fauskanger & Bjuland, 2019; Wæge & Fauskanger,
2020). The program has been developed and contextualized for
the Norwegian situation from the Learning Teaching in, from,
and for Practice (LTP) project (e.g., Ghouessini, 2017; Kazemi
et al., 2016; Lampert et al., 2013). Research on practice-based
pedagogy has become increasingly popular within mathematics
teacher education and teacher learning over the past 2 decades
(e.g., Charalambous & Delaney, 2020). One approach to teachers
PD that has become particularly popular and also given an
important direction of practice-based PD, is Lesson Study (see
Huang & Shimizu, 2016 for a systematic review). Scholars have
shown that Lesson Study can improve teachers’ knowledge and
build productive professional learning communities (e.g., Lewis
et al., 2009). Research on practice-based pedagogies has led to an
understanding that teaching is a key part of the process of
learning to teach (e.g., Ball & Forzani, 2009; Grossman et al.,
2009; Lampert, 2010).

Teachers’ professional development (PD) is essential if
classroom practice is to be changed (Borko, 2004), and is an
ongoing process in which teachers’ continuous growth depends
on their own effort (Pokhrel & Behera, 2016). Research has also
indicated that meaningful support from school principals is
crucial in promoting teacher learning through PD (Akiba
et al., 2015; King & Stevenson, 2017; Silva, Amante &
Margoda, 2017). The principal can support teacher learning by
creating a learning culture, shaping learning opportunities and
providing resources, time, encouragement, and monitoring
(Desimone, 2009). School leaders need to acknowledge their
role as facilitators for teachers’ learning and ensure that
proper learning conditions are established to create a culture
of learning at the school (Walker, 2007).

Research on practice-based development and the school
leaders’ role in teachers’ learning and development has
received much attention. However, little of this attention has
been devoted to the principals’ role in leading mathematics
teachers’ learning as they participate in practice-based
development programs that are job-embedded. The study
presented in this article aimed to investigate the relations
between a principal’s leadership and mathematics teacher’s
participation in a PD by examining a Norwegian lower
secondary school’s first year of participation in the MAM
program (see description below). This article focuses on school
managements’ role in terms of how they support and facilitate in-
service mathematics teachers’ PD when they participate in a job-

embedded practice-based development program such as the
MAM program. While focusing on the school leaders’ role, I
have used Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) and the
activity system (Engeström, 1987, 1999, 2001) as the theoretical
framework for analyzing and discussing the findings. The activity
system contributes to describing and analyzing activities within
an organization, such as teachers’ PD in a school, and can thus be
used as a tool for discovering aspects that have development
potential (Postholm M. B., 2020). The study presented in this
article is driven by the research question:

How does school management support and facilitate
mathematics teachers’ professional development as they
participate in a practice-based development program?

The analysis and discussion of the findings related to the
research question will lead to further discussions of possible
opportunities for change and development in the frame of
CHAT and the activity system. By using the activity system as
the unit of analysis, I will identify tensions and contradictions that
can be a starting point for change and development. In the
following, I will start by presenting related research before
elaborating on CHAT and the activity system, and the context
of the study. Then I will present a description of the method, and
explain how the data was collected and analyzed. Finally, I will
present and discuss the findings prior to making my concluding
remarks.

RELATED RESEARCH

Teacher Professional Development
Several researchers claim that Teacher PD is the key to successful
school reform and student learning (Desimone, 2009). It is
understood as activities that improve teachers’ knowledge,
skills, and attitudes towards teaching practices (OECD, 2014).
These activities can have various forms and have traditionally
been identified as official events, such as conferences, workshops,
and degree programs (Burns & Darling-Hammond 2014).
However, researchers have suggested that out-of-school
programs are limited in their connection between teacher
learning and the actual practices in school (Villegas-Reimers,
2003; Desimone, 2009). This idea is supported by an extensive
body of research arguing that teacher’s PD should be connected
to and contextualized within practice, and in that sense it should
enable teachers to develop their knowledge and ability to use new
ideas (e.g., Ball & Bass, 2003; Ball & Even, 2009; Kennedy, 2016).
Teacher PD should also treat teachers as active students, be
maintained over time, and open for collaborative participation
(Desimone, 2009) which further facilitates teacher collaboration
that is assumed by researchers to contribute to PD and
instructional improvement (DuFour and Fullan, 2012).

Watson (2015) argues that teachers’ PD usually begins with an
understanding of teachers’ needs at their own school and in their
classroom, and the effects of any PD program depend heavily on
teachers’ motivation to learn and to change their practice
(Kennedy, 2016). Furthermore, Engeström and Sannino (2010)
have found that the development work must be “owned” by the
practitioners and therefore based on their development needs.
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This means that the teachers must take part in the development
work right from the beginning and be acknowledged as the heart
of the decision-making around change, which is a key principle in
understanding, engaging, and developing ownership in adult
learning (Knowles et al., 2005). The development effort is, in
this way, made together with the teachers instead of being
designed as doing things to teachers, an approach that aligns
with what researchers have found in successful teacher PD
(Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002). From a contrary point of
view, it is argued that PD initiated by an outside member of
the community suggests that problems identified externally are
beyond the capability of the teachers within a given community to
solve and can further promote a de-professionalization of the
teacher (Roseler & Dentzau, 2013).

Furthermore, Timperley et al. (2007) found that teachers
should at least understand the purpose of the work and why
they should attempt to move their practice in that direction. Time
must therefore be allotted for the teachers to develop an
understanding of the goal and why they should act upon it in
the start-up phase of the development work (Postholm, 2008;
Postholm, M. B. 2020). Moreover, the work of teachers’ PD is a
matter of what to develop and how to develop it, and research
shows that the focus on content and the process must go hand-in-
hand and be integrated in the development work (Postholm et al.,
2013).

Leadership for Teachers’ Learning
It is widely acknowledged that leadership can be practiced in a
way that might have a significant impact on promoting and
sustaining change (Fullan et al., 2005). Research on educational
management and leadership concludes that school principals
possess an important position that can have substantial
influence on teachers’ learning (Leithwood et al., 2020). For
instance, findings from a study in England indicated that PD
for school improvement can result in real change if the school
leader understands its potential (Opfer et al., 2011). The principal
can contribute to creating a learning environment by exercising a
school leadership practice that helps teachers to identify their
development needs and enhances the implementation of new
learning (Thoonen et al., 2016). A leadership practice can involve
several leaders who interact with each other and the actual
learning situations (Spillane, 2005). Spillane (2005) argues that
“structures, routines and tools are the means through which
people act” (p. 147). Furthermore, Darling-Hammond and
Richardson (2009) argue that there needs to be a plan for
teacher PD, and Earley and Bubb (2004, p. 80) state that
“professional development does not just happen—it has to be
managed and led,” and has to be supported and encouraged by
the leaders (Silva et al., 2017). Research shows that teachers need
continuous development support in their PD work (King &
Stevenson, 2017), and that it is the school leaders’ task to
arrange for the teachers’ learning in schools (Elmore, 2000).

Although leading teachers’ PD is often considered to lie within
the school leaders’ role, research shows that teachers can be
development leaders in their own schools. Grootenboer and
Hardy (2017) claim that the leading of teachers’ PD needs to
be a shared enterprise as the task is often too much to handle for

one person alone, a notion that is supported by Postholm (2019),
who argues that the work with developmental processes should be
distributed between different leaders, or between leaders and
teachers. To do this, the principals must have the courage to let go
of leadership and be willing to place their trust in their teachers’
beliefs, values, and judgements, which is considered to be the
challenge for leadership (European Commission, 2010). Building
professional trust is important when establishing a productive
learning environment for the teachers (Liu et al., 2016), and can
furthermore allow teacher leadership to flourish (Smylie et al.,
2007). However, certain conditions must be taken into account if
teacher leadership is to be fruitful. For instance, Birky et al. (2006)
argue that school administrators must encourage and motivate
their teachers to be effective leaders through their words and
actions. The principal can therefore influence teacher leaders’
motivation to exercise their leadership role effectively through his
or her style and actions.

CULTURAL HISTORICAL ACTIVITY
THEORY

CHAT was developed by Leontèv (1978, 1981) on the basis of
Vygotsky’s work, which implies that learning and development
are rooted in socio-cultural theory (Wertsch, 1981). Leont´ev
(1981) says that “the object is the true motive” (p. 59) for people’s
actions. Teachers, school leaders, or other educators should
therefore share a collective motive to act on the object, or at
least know about the object they aim to develop their practice
towards. The object can in this way become “invested with
meaning and motivating power” (Sannino et al., 2016, p. 602),
and the teachers’ motivation should therefore be built into the
object because it is their practice and needs that serve as the
starting point. Engeström (1987) expanded on Vygotsky’s
individual definition of the zone of proximal development to
include a collectivist and social perspective, seeing how the
activity can develop a collective, such as a team of teachers
and a school as a whole, into a new form of social activity. He
defines this as follows: “It is the distance between the present
everyday actions of the individuals and the historically new form
of the societal activity that can be collectively generated” (p. 174).

The Activity System
As explained above, CHAT is the result of Leont´ev’s expansion
on Vygotsky’s work. The activity system (shown in Figure 1
below) is a graphic development of the activity theory
(Engeström, 1987, 1999, 2001; Engestrøm and Miettinen,
1999) and is therefore formed on the basis of CHAT. This
system, considered to be a unit of analysis of human activity,
consists of the seven factors: subject, mediating artifacts, object,
outcome, rules, community, and division of labour (Engeström,
1987). These factors are related and thus have a mutual impact on
each other, thus forming a dynamic system where a change in one
factor will influence another in the system and also the system as a
whole (see Figure 1 below).

The acting subject refers to a person or a group of people from
whose viewpoint the analysis of the activity system is conducted
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(Engeström, 1999). A team of teachers can thus be an active subject
in the system that utilizes cultural mediating artifacts to move practice
towards the object, here defined as an overall goal. Mediating artifacts
can comprise such physical artifacts as smartboards, tablets, books, or
pencils, but also language and even a development program which a
group of teachers participates in, as it can be defined as an aid or a
thinking tool (Postholm M. B., 2020) that aims to support the
development of their teaching. How the subject has moved
towards the object and the desired result is shown as the outcome
in the system. In the context of teachers’ PD, the outcome might also
include students’ learning if the attention is on the teacher’s classroom
practice. The three remaining factors represent the context in which
the activity is carried out andmaydetermine the premises and possible
restrictions for the subject’s goal-directed actions towards the object
(Engeström, 1987). The context is therefore not just a surrounding
element but rather interwoven in the actions. The community refers to
the people who share the same object, as in relation to how the
teachers’ PD can refer to the actual teachers and leaders who aim to
facilitate and support the development process. The people in the
shared community act within a set of rules such as norms and
conventions that guide the actions in the activity system. The
conducted work or goal-directed actions are divided between the
people in the shared community and are described as the division of
labour. Tensions or contradictions between the various factors in this
activity system may occur and are, according to Engeström and
Miettinen (1999), the basis and thus the starting point for change
and development.

THE MAM PROGRAM AND THE CONTEXT
OF THE STUDY

MAM is a PD program for in-service mathematics teachers that
aims to promote opportunities for learning to enact the principles,
practices, and mathematical knowledge entailed in ambitious
mathematics teaching in an adaptive manner (Fauskanger &
Bjuland, 2019; Wæge & Fauskanger, 2020). As stated above, the

MAMprogram has been developed and contextualized on the basis
of the LTP project (e.g., Ghouessini, 2017; Kazemi et al., 2016;
Lampert et al., 2013) to fit the Norwegian situation. Whereas the
LTP project originally was developed to support teacher students to
enact ambitious mathematics teaching practices (Lampert 2010;
Lampert et al., 2013), the MAM program attempts to adapt this
pedagogy of ambitious mathematics teaching for in-service
mathematics teachers’ PD (Fauskanger & Bjuland, 2019; Wæge
& Fauskanger, 2020). The core of the MAM program is to engage
teachers through the daylong job-embedded PD events called cycles
of enactment and investigation for PD (e.g., Lampert et al., 2013),
earlier introduced in a vignette. Each cycle focuses on one
instructional activity and through their work in these cycles the
participating teachers will engage with a set of instructional
activities during the program. The cycles include the six stages:
preparation, collective analysis, co-planning, rehearsal, classroom
co-enactment, and collective analysis. The teachers work together
in groups, and are planning, rehearsing, enacting, and debriefing
instruction throughout these six stages1.

TheMAMprogram ismodelled on research of effective forms of
PD that are argued to be sustainable over time, and that build
systematic support and provide opportunities for active learning
(e.g., Putnam and Borko, 2000; Desimone, 2009). Furthermore, the
MAM program is informed by theory on teachers’ collective
learning in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). The circle
of enactment and investigation provides opportunities for the
teachers to actively take part in mutual processes of negotiation
of meaning to create a joint enterprise (Wegner, 1998). Moreover,
the teachers are invited to engage in collective exploration,
observation, and reflection by using the instructional activities as
a common tool, guided by teacher educators (Wæge & Fauskanger,
2020). Thus, in addition to promoting opportunities to learn to
enact the principles, practices, and mathematical knowledge
entailed in ambitious mathematics teaching, the MAM program
can be considered to offer a model for teachers’ PD.

In addition to two informative start-up sessions, this program
was planned to have a duration of 2 years, starting in the fall of

FIGURE 1 | The complete activity system (Engeström, 1987,1999,2001).
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2019 and consisting of 12 sessions held at one of the participating
schools. A full cycle of enactment and investigation was planned
for ten of the sessions, five each year. The last two sessions were
reserved for reflection, one at the end of each school year. The two
start-up sessions were held prior to the end of the previous school
year and were used to inform the participating teachers and
school leaders about the program. Teachers from eleven primary
schools in the same district also participated in the start-up
sessions as they were attending a MAM program for primary
mathematics teachers. The teachers were introduced to the
practices and principles of ambitious teaching and the
instructional activities.

The context of this study is a Norwegian lower secondary
school with 330 students, seven mathematics teachers and a
school leader team consisting of the school principal and a
vice-principle. The school is multicultural with students of
different ethnicities. The school participated in the MAM
program together with three other lower secondary schools in
the same district. This study followed the school’s first year of
participation.

METHODOLOGY

To address the research question presented in this article a
qualitative interview study (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015) was
conducted at one of the lower secondary schools that was
participating in the MAM program in Norway. All the
participating lower secondary schools were asked to take
part in the research study, and three of the four schools
volunteered. To answer the research question and determine
what the school managements’ decisions concerning the
support and facilitation of the mathematics teachers’ PD
were all about, I found it necessary to conduct a thorough
investigation and cultivate this within the research context
(Walcott, 2008). The three schools that volunteered were
relatively similar in the number of mathematics teachers
and number of students. However, two of the schools had
been through several changes in school management in recent
years. As I did not want to risk a major change in the school
management during the period of the study, I selected the
school that had had the most stable school management in

recent years. Structures and practices for leadership and
developmental work are usually created prior to or at the
beginning of a development process, and the start-up phase is
argued to have an impact on learning and enduring change
(Postholm, 2008, 2020). Thus, the study was conducted during
the school’s first year of participation. The informants in the
study have been selected through purposeful sampling
(Creswell, 2013) and are: five mathematics teachers, the
school principal and the vice-principal, working at a lower
secondary school.

Data Collection
The data material in this study has mainly been collected from
four focus-group interviews (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis,
2011). The five teachers participated in two of the
interviews, the first conducted before the start of the project
in the fall of 2019, and the second in the fall of 2020. The other
two focus-group interviews were conducted with the principal
and vice-principal, the first conducted before the start of the
project, fall 2019, and the second in the spring of 2020. Data
material was also collected from three follow-up interviews
with the principal and vice-principal to clarify concepts. All
the four focus-group interviews were conducted as a
conversation to comply with Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015)
claim that “knowledge is constructed in the interaction
between the interviewer and the interviewee” (p. 4), but
with a clear focus on pre-prepared questions related to the
research question. The interview guides are presented in
Tables 1–4 below. This type of conversation also provides
the interviewees with the opportunity to bring forward
interesting aspects or themes the researcher did not think of
before the interview. I acted as a moderator (Chrzanowska,
2002) throughout the interviews by asking questions to
encourage dialog between the participants. All the focus-
group interviews were audio-recorded and conducted with
the use of a digital communication program due to
COVID-19 restrictions.

Data Analysis
The constant comparative analysis method (Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Straus and Corbin, 1990, 1998) was used to structure and
analyze the data material in this study. The transcription work

TABLE 1 | Structure of the focus-group interview guide for the school management, fall 2019.

Questions

1 How is the school management organized in relation to the MAM project?
2 What support do you find the mathematics teachers’ need to be able to learn together?
3 How would you describe school management’s role as a facilitator for mathematics teachers’ professional development?
4 Can you give a specific description of how you facilitate for mathematics teachers’ professional development?
5 How is time for development work structured at your school?
6 How would you describe the mathematics teachers’ need to develop their knowledge about teaching and teaching

practice?
7 How do you assume the mathematics teachers perceive the school’s leadership of their development work?
8 How do you understand the MAM program, and how do you assume the program will influence the participating

mathematics teachers?
9 What do you think the mathematics teachers will learn through their participation in the MAM program?
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commenced immediately after the interview ended. Then the
transcriptions were carefully scrutinized and organized into
smaller sections and given codes (Straus and Corbin, 1990,
1998). Using an abductive approach in this process (Alvesson
& Sköldberg, 2009), I was looking for descriptions that could be
related to the research question. The interviews were treated
separately, but with an attention to look for connections between
them. I used related theory and my own experiences as a
reflecting tool when trying to understand the informant’s
utterances from their point of view. I thereafter examined the
data material for differences and similarities to allow subtle
discrimination and differentiation between the categories
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998). As relevant categories emerged,
the remaining sections were examined to see if the relevant
categories were presented. Four key points that emerged
during the open coding process (Straus and Corbin, 1990,
1998) became my main categories:

• Lack of ownership
• Motive
• Organizing and supporting teachers’ learning

• The teachers’ experiences of school management support

To define and specify the categories, the sub-categories were
situated within the main categories by asking questions such as
why, when, and under which conditions did the categories
materialize (Straus and Corbin, 1990, 1998). The data material
was also mirrored with the literature relating to the research
question. This initial analysis used the constant comparative
analysis method to create the scale for further analysis
(Charmaz, 2014). Based on this initial analysis and discussion
of these findings, I have used CHAT and the activity system to
identify tensions and contradictions that can be the starting point
for change and development.

Ethical Considerations and Quality
Assurance
The study presented in this article has been approved by the
Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) and follows the
ethical principles laid down by the Norwegian Ethical Research
Committee (NESH, 2006). The participants in the study signed a

TABLE 2 | Structure of the focus-group interview guide for the school management, spring 2020.

Questions

1 How has the school management been organized in relation to the MAM program?
2 In what way have you supported the mathematics teachers in their work with the MAM program?
3 Can you describe your role as facilitators for the mathematics teachers’ professional development this last year?
4 How was the time for development work structured this last school year?
5 How would you describe the mathematics teachers’ need to develop their knowledge about teaching and teaching

practice?
6 How do you assume the mathematics teachers perceive the school’s leadership of their development work?
7 What are your perceptions or experiences of the MAM program halfway through the period?
8 How do you assume that the MAM program has influenced the participating mathematics teachers?
9 What do you think the mathematics teachers have learned through their first year of participation in the MAM program?

TABLE 3 | Structure of the focus-group interview guide for the mathematics teachers, fall 2019.

Questions

1 In your opinion, how does the principal, or school management, facilitate for your development of knowledge about teaching
and teaching practice in mathematics?

2 How do you perceive the development work in mathematics at your own school?
3 What are your opportunities for collaboration in the school, and what occurs during these meetings?
4 Do you find that the collaboration contributes to your development of knowledge about teaching and teaching practice in

mathematics?

TABLE 4 | Structure of the focus-group interview guide for the mathematics teachers, fall 2020.

Questions

1 What is, or was, your perception of the overall goal of the MAM program?
2 What is your experience of school managements’ facilitation of your development work with the MAM program?
3 How motivated were you for participating in the MAM program?
4 How did you find the start-up phase of the MAM program?
5 What were your opportunities for collaboration in connection with the MAM project, and what did you do during these

meetings?
6 Do you find that the collaboration contributed to your development of knowledge about teaching and teaching practice in

mathematics?
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consent form based on informed consent in accordance with the
NSD guidelines. They were also guaranteed full confidentiality
and anonymity (NESH, 2006). Neither the school nor the
participants are named, but rather referred to as teacher,
principal, or vice-principal. The participants were also
informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time
without further explanation (NESH, 2006; Creswell, 2013).

The quality of this study was ensured through member-
checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although the descriptions
and analysis presented in this article are only connected to the
teachers and school management from one specific school, the
findings from this study may have importance beyond its
immediate context if the reader is willing to have a creative
and imaginative approach (Geertz, 1973), transforming it into a
thinking tool (Gudmundsdottir 2001). Thus, hopefully, the
findings from this study can contribute knowledge and
considerations to similar situations and contexts.

FINDINGS

The findings are presented as extracts from the focus group-
interviews and follow-up interviews. The developed main
categories structure the presentation of the findings.

Lack of Ownership
The interviews with the school leader group revealed that the
MAM program was initiated by the school owner (the local
education authority) in the district. The principal stated:

When we agreed to join the MAM program, one of the
prerequisites was that we should be able to continue our
work developing a more inquiry-based mathematics
teaching. [. . .] on those grounds, a decision was made
over our heads to create collective teacher development
work in mathematics for several schools in the district,
which was reached together between our leader and the
Norwegian Centre for Mathematics Education. The
development work was submitted to us, and at that
point there was no actual choice about whether to
participate or not. And then it was presented to us that
this is how it’s going to be, the program looked good, so we
decided to participate. But at this point we did not have
any dialog with our teachers about what they actually
wanted or needed to improve in this process.

Later he added:

The decision was taken over our heads [. . .] what I felt
that we could choose was the number of participants.

Although the teachers expressed diminishing motivation, they
claimed they were open-minded and entered the program with a
positive attitude. The teachers said:

Teacher 1: To sum up, we may not have been the most
motivated people.

Teacher 2: We were skeptical, but I don’t feel that we
were negative.
Teacher 1: No.
Teacher 2: It was more like “what is this?”. No, we
weren’t the most top-motivated people, but we weren’t
at the bottom either.
Teacher 3: Our motivation level sank during the period.

Motive
The school management team stated that they wanted the teachers
to develop how they could learn together. The principal said:

What I mainly hope the teachers learn is how to learn
together. That means that the MAM program is first of
all about how we can work with the professional
learning community at school, more than the
teachers learning a specific teaching method in the
classroom. Because if we as a school learn how to
best learn together, we can in some way use what we
have learned in the MAM program to further develop
other things we need to learn.

When the mathematics teachers were asked about their motive
for attending the MAM program, they answered (the excerpt
below starts after a 5-s pause):

Teacher 1: Pass.
Everyone laughs.
Teacher 2: Well. . .
Teacher 3: Well, indeed.
Teacher 1: It became a bit vague, developing the quality
of mathematics teaching. We’re supposed to get better
at teaching, but that’s in a way the purpose of all
courses.
Teacher 2: I felt that we should get better at teaching in a way
that activates the students more. That we should become
better at havingmathematical conversations in the classroom
andusing the kindof tasks thatwe could present in a different
way than explaining from the blackboard, or not in a way
what many would call traditional teaching. Exploring new
methods that should activate the students. To improve these
things and practice them throughout this project. At least
that’s how I interpreted it.
Teacher 4: That was also probably what became decisive
for us, that we didn’t quite see where we were going with
the project. Well, it’s quite clear that the goal was in
many ways as you say, “active student learning”, and
methods to achieve it, but I felt the course itself was not
always characterized as being useful for that purpose.
So, I didn’t quite understand what the overall goal was
here. I found that difficult to catch.

Organizing and Supporting Teachers’
Learning
When school management was asked how they planned to
organize the teachers’ PD, the principal said:
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I found it natural to delegate the work of supervising the
development work with the mathematics teachers to the
vice-principal. He’s a formermathematics teacher and thus
has a special competence which will probably give him an
advantage when working with the teachers. So, basically,
the vice-principal is the one coordinating the development
work, together with a teacher-coordinator in mathematics.

Although the principal delegated themain responsibility to the
vice-principal, he stated that he was planning to participate in the
sessions as much as he could, and that it was crucial that he was
also involved in the teachers’ development. He stated:

I’mpretty sure that it’s crucial that we’re both equally up-
to-date on the content of the project, and what’s going on
here at the school concerning the teaching of our teachers
if we’re going to succeed in this project.[. . .] It’s crucial
for all types of development projects that the school
management team has good information about what’s
going on so that we can be part of the process together
with the teachers. I think the leaders’ participation is
crucial. It might be easy to delegate or think that the
teachers can do this on their own, but if it really is to
mean anything, we also have to show the teachers that
this is important to us. So, we have to prioritize our time,
focus on this because we believe in it.

The school leader explained that they gave the mathematics
teachers designated time to work on the development program.
The principal said:

. . .One of the mathematics teachers has been given
earmarked time to coordinate the collaboration between
the mathematics teachers. They have also been given time
for a two-hour collaborationmeeting between the sessions,
both to immerse themselves in the content and to work
with “homework” that is given at the sessions.. . .

The vice-principal added:

. . .and facilitated for the teachers to have the
opportunity to participate in the courses. There are
teachers who are made available for the work, and the
financial framework for the teachers to participate has
been arranged, etc.

In the focus-group interview with school management after
the first year of participation in the program, they reflected on the
work they had done to support and facilitate the teachers’
development. The principal said:

Our participation is to a great extent lacking, both at the
sessions and between them. So, the development work
has not been led by us other than organizing the use of
time [. . .] The plan was that the vice-principal should
participate in the discussions at the sessions together with
the teachers. But he had to spend the time organizing

things like coffee, lunch, supplying teachers, making
students available for the lessons, instead of participating.

They maintain that it would have been better if school
management had participated in the development program
together with the teachers as a part of the program’s
participation group. The principal added:

The situation could clearly be different if we, school
management, participated in the sessions. If so, we would
have picked up some of the feedback the teachers are
giving us now, and we could have done something at an
earlier stage. Perhaps we also could have managed to
increase their motivation and “seen” the teachers better.

Furthermore, the principal also reflected on challenges related
directly to the MAM program, he stated:

It’s easy to be wise after the fact, but what I now see as a
big challenge with the whole program is that it has
become “one-size-fits-all” [. . .] I don’t feel I have a
real impact on either the content or the organization
because it has to go this one way. [. . .] It’s the same series
of courses for all the participating secondary schools, but
I think we would have succeeded better if there were
opportunities to make adjustments in the organization
and content in relation to each school’s needs.

Later in the interview he added:

I experience this as top-down governed. [. . .]I have no
control over this education, and it’s a difficult situation
to experience for a leader. I don’t know who the owner
of the project is and who makes the decisions . . . I
don’t know.

The Teachers’ Experiences of School
Management Support
However, the teachers did not experience school management as
being absent from their development process but were rather
satisfied with the job it had done in supporting and facilitating
their PD. One of the teachers said:

Teacher 1: [. . .] They have not been negative to the
course. I think they just really hoped that we would be
satisfied. They have been very good at listening to us
when we have provided input. So, in my opinion, I think
they have been very accommodating and done what
they can. [. . .]But they may not have planned for us to
work a lot with this besides the sessions, but we have not
asked for it either as we may not have really wanted to.

Another teacher adds:

Yes, that is more or less true, and as you say said, if we
had been super enthusiastic, they might also have
become more engaged and given us even more time.
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A third teacher adds:

Well, when we have had such meetings and math
meetings for the math teachers at the whole school, we
have been told to discuss things such as “what are we going
to do next with MAM”, “how are we going to work with
it?”. That is, they have engaged in it andmade sure that we
don’t forget. So, I have nothing to say about that.

The teachers reflected on the work they were supposed to do
between the sessions, which was to read an article. One teacher said:

Honestly, I don’t know. It feels like it’s homework,
something I have to do, but is this really something I
need? That’s what I feel.

Another teacher adds:

To me it was a little like that I forgot it a little, and then I
remembered it, we got a reminder by e-mail 1 week
before the session or something like that, and then it
kind of sat there so I read it maybe the night before or in
the morning before the session. I didn’t prioritize it
because as a teacher there are so many things to
prioritize and remember, so many conversations to
have, so it was never on the top of my priority list.
So, it was only read right before the session.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

In this section I will first analyse and discuss how school
management has supported and facilitated the mathematics
teachers’ PD in their first year of participation in the MAM
program. Then I will use CHAT and the activity system to further
analyze and discuss tensions and contradictions that can serve as
a starting point for future PD. The presented data are analyzed
and discussed across the main categories.

A Lack of Ownership and Joint Motive
The interviews with the informants revealed that the decision to
work with the MAM program as a development project for the
mathematics teachers was made solely by the school owner. The
school was not invited to take part and therefore was not included
in the process of finding a suitable development program for the
mathematics teachers. Furthermore, school management did not
have a dialog with the teachers as to what they actually wanted or
needed to improve their classroom practice. Thus, the decision to
participate in the MAM program was made on the basis of what
was presented, which school management believed aligned with
their conditions for participating, and not with the teachers’
actual needs. Watson (2015) argues that teacher PD should be
based on the teachers’ needs at their school and in their
classroom. As the school was not included in the process of
deciding what development program to attend, there is also
reason to believe that they were deprived of the opportunity to
determine how the program fit with their development needs.

Omitting mathematics teachers from such processes can restrain
their learning and development, as acknowledging the teachers as
the heart of decision-making around change is a key principle in
understanding, engaging, and developing ownership in adult
learning (Knowles et al., 2005). A development program
chosen and decided by the school owner can of course be
both relevant and based on the teacher’s needs. However, this
way of making decisions for the school and the teachers on the
basis of what someone else thinks is best for them, instead of
making decisions together with the teachers, is the opposite of
what researchers have found to be the underpinning of successful
teacher PD (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002). This can rather be
characterized as a traditional top-down approach to teacher PD
which can be argued as de-professionalizing the teacher (Roseler
& Dentzau, 2013).

There appears to be a mismatch in motives between the
principal and the teachers. The principal is more concerned
about how the MAM program can contribute to developing
the learning community where the teachers in the whole
school can learn together, not just the mathematics teachers,
than the mathematics teachers’ development of teaching
methods. There are good reasons to focus on such a goal. The
MAM program draws on research on effective forms of PD, and
has a collective perspective on learning where the teachers take
part in mutual processes of negotiation of meaning to create a
joint enterprise in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). It is
far from certain that the principal’s statement is based on
Wenger’s ideas. Nevertheless, it shows that the MAM program
can contribute to achieving the principal’s main goal for
participating, which is for the teachers to develop collective
learning processes, and, furthermore, that such a focus on PD
has the potential to improve the school, which can result in real
change as the overarching goal (Opfer et al., 2011). The teachers
seemed uncertain as to what the goal of the MAM program was
and what they were supposed to learn through their participation.
They hesitated to answer questions on this, and it did not seem
that there was a clear and common understanding of what they
were to develop through their participation in the program.
According to Timperley et al. (2007), the participating
teachers should at least have developed an understanding of
the purpose of the development work, and moreover why they
should attempt to move their practice towards the object of the
work. The uncertainty the teachers show about the motive of the
development work, and the fact that they and the principal have
different motives, might be the consequence of not allotting
enough time in the start-up phase to develop a shared
overarching goal for participating in the MAM program.

The effects of any PD program depend heavily on teachers’
motivation to learn and to change their practice (Kennedy, 2016).
The presented data show that the teachers were not highly
motivated to participate in the MAM program from the
beginning, and that the motivation also decreased during the
program period. The teachers’ satisfaction with school
management’s support and facilitation, despite their absence,
and the teachers’ lack of initiative to spend time on the MAM
program beyond the sessions can also be understood as a sign of a
lack of motivation. This is not surprising if we see this in terms of
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Leont´ev (1981) statement that “the object is the true motive” (p.
59) for people’s actions. The teachers’ have to share a collective
motive for acting on the object if it is to be “invested withmeaning
and motivating power” (Sannino et al., 2016). As the teachers’
needs did not serve as a starting point for the development work,
and as there was a lack of a common understanding of the
purpose, it appears that their motivation was not built into the
object. Also, the teachers said they did not ask for more time and
support to work with the MAM program outside the meetings,
which indicates a lack of initiative and commitment (Sannino
et al., 2016).

A Plan for Organizing and Supporting
Teacher Learning—in Word but not in Deed
The principal had a clear strategy for how to lead and organize the
teachers’ PD as they participated in the MAM program, a strategy
that included delegating responsibility to the vice-principal and a
mathematics-subject coordinator. Leading teachers’ PD can often
be too much to handle for the principal alone, and the principal’s
way of treating leadership as a shared enterprise (Grootenboer &
Hardy, 2017) might be useful in trying to avoid this challenge.
Delegating the management of organizational issues and
supervision of the teachers’ participation to the vice-principal
is also a way to build trust by acknowledging his competence as a
former mathematics teacher. The same acknowledgment was
given to one of the mathematics teachers who was assigned
the task of coordinating the teachers’ day-to-day job related to
the development work. Building professional trust is important
for establishing a productive learning environment for the
teachers (Liu et al., 2016), and for giving teacher leadership
the opportunity to flourish (Smylie et al., 2007). The
principal’s strategy also included a plan for facilitating the
teachers’ development work by providing them with
designated time in the timetable, which enabled them to
collaborate between the sessions. Teacher collaboration is
assumed by researchers to contribute to PD and instructional
improvement (DuFour and Fullan, 2012), and making sufficient
time available for the participating teachers to collaborate is an
important feature in teacher learning (Desimone, 2009). The
principal furthermore planned to have an overview and engage
directly in the teachers’ learning process, not by controlling, but
by keeping up-to-date on what the teachers could learn in the
program and getting involved in their development process.
Despite a messy start with this development work, it seems
that the school, in accordance with what Darling-Hammond
and Richardson (2009) maintain, had a plan for organizing
and supporting the mathematics teachers’ PD, both within and
alongside their participation in the MAM program.

Nevertheless, a plan must be implemented in practice to fulfil
its intention, and the data show that the plan school management
produced was only partly followed in practice. The principal
delegated the work and designated time for the teachers to
collaborate and reflect on their learning, which indeed is a
way to support teachers’ PD (King & Stevenson, 2017).
However, organization is not sufficient on its own, as teachers
need continuous development support (King & Stevenson, 2017).

Although the principal had planned for the teachers to use the
designated time to immerse themselves in the content of the
program and do the homework, which involved reading and
discussing an article, the teachers perceived this in another way.
They argued there were not facilitated any work related to the
MAM program besides the sessions, and they did not perceive
that the collaboration meetings between these sessions should be
used to read the given article. Thus, a common understanding
had not been established between the teachers and school
management about what the allocated time was intended for.
Furthermore, Birky et al. (2006) maintain that school
administrators must encourage and motivate their teachers to
be effective leaders through their words and actions if the teacher
leadership is to be fruitful. As the principal and vice-principal
were not present at the sessions or the collaboration meetings, the
teachers’ statements indicate that the teacher who was assigned
the responsibility of coordinating the teachers’ day-to-day work
with their participation was left alone and did not receive
sufficient support from school management. Spillane (2005, p.
147) argues that “structures, routines and tools are the means
through which people act”. School management could have
interacted on aspects of the teachers’ learning situations,
including using a variety of tools, routines, and structures
(Spillane, 2005), but such a practice did not seem to be
established in this case.

The principal says he experienced a lack of control over the
MAM program and described it as a “one-size-fits-all” project
with no opportunities to make ongoing adjustments in line with
the school’s needs, both organizationally and in terms of subject
matter. The importance of the development work being closely
linked to the participants’ context is well documented, especially
when it comes to school-based development (e.g., Postholm,
2008, 2020; Smith & Landsay, 2016). Furthermore, Engeström
and Sannino (2010) maintain that the development work must be
owned by the practitioners, which means it must be based on
their development needs. Although the MAM program is a job-
embedded teacher development program that takes place in
practice at one of the participating schools, it is not a school
project. Teachers from several schools are participating in the
program together, and the possibilities for making adjustments
based on all the schools’ needs are therefore limited. The MAM
program is a PD program that aims to promote opportunities to
develop ambitious mathematics teaching (e.g., Fauskanger &
Bjuland, 2019; Wæge & Fauskanger, 2020), which the school
participated in to further develop inquiry-based teaching. It is of
course important to remember that the school was omitted from
the process of finding a suitable development program for the
mathematics teachers. Nevertheless, it seems that the principal
was more concerned with how to adjust or change the MAM
program rather than how to arrange and support the teachers’
participation in the program so that it could contribute to
improving their classroom practices.

As Earley and Bubb maintain (2004, p. 80), “professional
development does not just happen—it has to be managed and
led,” and needs to be supported and encouraged by the leaders
(Silva et al., 2017). The analysis in this study shows that the
principal paid too little attention to leading and supporting the
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teachers’ PD in building a structure for the development work, as
management ended up only organizing the teachers’ PD in time
and place. Moreover, the teachers did not manage to use the
allocated collaboration time to create a learning community
where they could develop their understanding of the core
practices and principals of ambitious teaching. In other words,
without more detailed arrangement and support from school
management, the teachers did not manage to create a “historical
new form of societal activity that was collectively generated”
(Engeström, 1987, p. 174).

The MAM Program as a Mediating Artifact
As described above, the MAM program is here defined as a
mediating artifact meant to function as an aid for the teachers to
develop their classroom practice. However, the findings reveal
contradictions within and tensions between the factors in the
activity system (Engeström, 1987, 1999, 2001). I have already
pointed out that the teachers do not feel that they “owned” the
development work, and that there was a mismatch in the motive
for participating in the MAM program between the principal and
the teachers. In other words, there is a contradiction within the
community in the activity system as to how the MAM program
should serve as a mediating artifact. Developing a shared motive
to act on the object can therefore be a reasonable starting point for
this school’s change and development (Engestrøm andMiettinen,
1999; Leont´ev, 1981). To accomplish this, time and resources
must be allocated in the start-up phase for the teachers to identify
with the topic for the PD work (Postholm, 2008; Postholm, M. B.
2020). This process must also be led and facilitated by the school
leader. As the principal possess an important position that can
have a substantial influence on teachers’ learning (Leithwood
et al., 2019), the responsibility lies within his role to create a
learning environment that helps teachers to identify their
development needs and enhance the implementation of new
learning (Thoonen et al., 2011; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016).
Through such a process, the teachers’ motivation would be
built into the object because their practice and needs serve as
the starting point for the development work (Sannino et al.,
2016). Also, restrained development work due to a lack of
motivation on the part of the teachers can be avoided.

The findings reveal that the participants, both school
management and the teachers, struggled to understand how to
benefit from their participation in the MAM program in the
mathematics teachers’ development work. This could be
understood as a tension between the community and the
MAM program as a mediating artifact. Bearing in mind that
the teachers’ and school management’s motive for participating
in the MAM program differed when it came to content and
process, they tried to understand how to benefit from the
program from different points of views. However, as research
shows that the focus on content and process must go hand-in-
hand and be integrated into the development work (Postholm
et al., 2013), I would argue that both motives could be built into
the object in this activity system, and furthermore that the MAM
program could serve them both. The program provides
mathematics teachers with the opportunity to develop
ambitious mathematics teaching through the cycle of

enactment and investigation (Lampert et al., 2013), together
with other teachers and a teacher educator in a community of
practice (Wenger, 1998). In this way, the MAM program is
modelling a form of PD which can be used as an aid or a
thinking tool that contributes to create developmental
structures adjusted to the school. As such, the MAM program
can become a mediating artifact (Engeström, 1987), not only for
improving mathematics teachers’ classroom practices towards
ambitious teaching (Lamper et al., 2010), but also for building a
foundation for mathematics teachers’ PD in general. To take
advantage of this opportunity, the principal has to take part in the
program so he can learn and manage to lead the development
processes after the program period is over, as it is the school
leaders’ task to arrange and facilitate the teachers’ learning in
schools (Elmore, 2000).

Supporting the School Leader
The study presented in this article has shown that leading
mathematics teachers’ PD is easier said than done. With an
explicit focus on teachers’ PD and the knowledge that it has to
bemanaged, led, encouraged, and supported (Earley & Bubb, 2004;
Elmore, 2000:; King & Stevenson, 2017; Silva et al., 2017), one
might quickly forget that the need for support also refers to the
school leader. As the overall leader supplying the school with
development resources, and as the initiator of the MAM program,
the school owner has to be placed in the community of the activity
system as well (Engeström, 1987, 1999, 2001). The school owner’s
role must therefore be to support the school leader in conducting
development work at school by providing resources, for example,
internal or external support, that enable the school leader to
conduct his work in the best possible way. However, such goal-
directed actions were not clear in this study. The school leader’s
uncertainty relating to who is in control and who is making the
decisions strongly indicates a need for more clearly defined roles.
The latter, in combination with a top-down initiated development
program, rather indicates that the school owner is stepping away
from liability. The conducted work or goal-directed actions have
not been divided between the people in the shared community and
this leads to a tension in the division of labour (Engeström, 1987).

Hulsbos et al. (2016) found that reflecting with colleagues and
participating in networks are workspace learning activities that are
highly appreciated by leaders. As several schools are participating in
theMAMprogram, the program itself could serve as a starting point
for creating a network for the leaders from the participating schools.
The school leaders could in this way draw on each other’s
experiences, thus developing their own profession as school
leaders. However, as Earley and Bubb (2004, p. 80) found,
“professional development does not just happen—it has to be
managed and led”. While it may not be the school owners’
responsibility to lead these kinds of networks, it is the school
owners’ responsibility, as the overriding leader, to support and
enable these networks to blossom, which could be done by
supplying external expertise. In the same way as the school
leaders need to acknowledge their role as facilitators for teachers’
learning (Walker, 2007), this study has shown that the school
owners also need to acknowledge their role as facilitators for the
school leaders’ work as leaders of teachers’ PD.
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CONCLUSION

In exploring how school management facilitates and supports
mathematics teachers’ PD when they participate in a practice-
based development program, this study has found that words do
not necessarily become deed, or practice, on their own. The
school needs to have a structure and a practice for development
work if a development plan is to be successfully implemented and
conducted. Furthermore, the study presented in this article has
illuminated how difficult development work can be if those
involved do not aim their actions in the same direction.
Teacher ownership and a shared overarching goal must be the
foundation and form the basis for participating in a practice-
based development program. By using the activity system as the
unit of analysis, I have identified tensions and contradictions
relating to the mathematics teachers’ development work that can
be the point of departure for change and development. TheMAM
program was supposed to be an aid or a tool that could help the
mathematics teachers to develop their classroom practice and can
thus be considered to be a mediating artifact. The findings
indicate that the roles involved in the development work were
not defined so that the conducted work or goal-directed actions
divided between the people in the shared community act towards

the same object. Furthermore, the school leader needs support in
his work as a leader of teachers’ PD, and the school owner must
acknowledge his role as the facilitator for this work.

Further research should aim to understand how school
management should be included in such practice-based
development programs for teachers. As such, school
management can also develop their professionality and be
better prepared to facilitate and support the teachers’
development work during the program and after its
completion. The development program can then serve as a
mediating artifact for mathematics teachers’ PD.
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Organizations are dynamic entities, such that they are constantly developing

and changing. As such, these entities require leadership capable of managing

transformations. Transformational leadership is an effective leadership model that

focuses on adapting to existing environmental circumstances whether through internal

information, human and monetary resources, or different external variables. This study

aims to highlight the characteristics of transformational leadership and their effects on the

public universities in Saudi particularly, this study enlightens the urgent need to test the

behavioral intentions in the public universities in Saudi Arabia. To achieve this goal, many

major databases were used. The period of the study was set from 2011 to 2020 as the

topic of the study is the current transformational leadership within the public universities in

Saudi Arabia. There was a total of 47,400,000 studies on transformational leadership on

Google, however, only 22 studies were reviewed which were entirely conducted in Saudi

Arabian Universities. The results demonstrated that in the public universities in Saudi,

transformational leadership is practiced across four dimensions: ideal effect, inspirational

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. The documentary

research approach was used to review the most recent aspects of administrative

literature on the theory of transformational leadership and its organizational outcomes.

In addition, NVIVO 11 was used to make a thematic analysis of the linkages between

transformational leadership and organizational outcomes: organizational commitment,

knowledge management practices, morale, employee empowerment, level of job

satisfaction, administrative creativity, organizational citizenship behavior, and the level

of transformation toward quality and job enrichment. Therefore, behavioral tendencies

such as organizational commitment, empowerment, job satisfaction, and knowledge

management practices have been studied more interestingly and critically. Furthermore,

these behavioral aspects need to be explored more in public universities in Saudi Arabia.

Keywords: transformational leadership, the effects of transformational leadership, Saudi public universities,

academic leadership, organizational sustainability
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BACKGROUND

Organizational success and the effectiveness in achieving
goals based on a clear mission and vision usually correspond
to leadership approaches that target raising service levels,
the introduction of modern organizational development
trends, and adaptation to internal and external environments.
Accordingly, choosing administrative leaders who will take
on the responsibility of making change and bearing its risks
is of high importance to organizations. Transformational
leadership involves factors, characteristics, and tasks that enable
leaders to face current and future challenges and effectively
manage the organizational changes resulting from continuous
external changes. As such, this study will address the topic
of transformational leadership with an emphasis on the
characteristics of transformational leadership and its effects on
the public universities in Saudi. The researcher reviewed the
articles which were ultimately done within the universities in
Saudi Arabia. The number of research studies on Google was
47,400,000 which were conducted globally, however, this case
was completely conducted with Saudi Arabian universities so,
only 22 studies, purely based on transformational leadership and
its possible outcomes, were selected for the systematic review.

The Roots of Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership theory is one of the oldest
psychological and methodological approaches used in
understanding and interpreting leadership itself. It is described
by Burns (1978) as a process related to the internal relations
and values in which a leader influences others and adapts
their behavior to meet challenges, ultimately enabling them to
participate in the process of organizational change (Tengi et al.,
2017: 79). The emergence of the transformational leadership
theory can be traced back to Burns (1978), who was the first to
address: “. . . the distinction between transactional leaders, who
attempt to satisfy the current needs of followers by focusing
attention on exchanges, and transformational leaders, who
attempt to raise the needs of followers and promote dramatic
changes of individuals, groups, and organizations” (Yammarino
et al., 1993: 81–82). Burns (1978) suggested that leadership,
in addition to the ability of the leader to influence followers,
includes the ability to motivate others and develop their moral
values to help bring about change in the behaviors, attitudes,
values, and expectations of the followers, and then change the
behavior of the organization as a whole (Tengi et al., 2017:794).
Transformational leaders generally tend to show four main
characteristics: charisma, inspirational leadership, intellectual
stimulation, and the consideration of the needs of followers
(Dubinsky et al., 1995:317).

By the mid-eighties, the concept of transformational
leadership received significant attention from scholars in the
field of management, especially when many organizations
realized the need for major changes in the ways in which
business is carried out as a means of addressing the changes
in the environment. Bass (1985) reviewed Burns’ theory on
the effect of transformational leadership and proposed a more
detailed model for describing the transformational processes in

organizations, where the transformational leader was defined as
the one who transforms a vision into reality by motivating the
followers to substitute their personal interests for the interest
of the group. The focus in this study is on the characteristics
of a transformational leader in transforming followers by
meeting their needs, making them more knowledgeable about
the importance and value of the outcomes of their jobs, and
persuading them to sacrifice their individual interests for the
interests of the organization. As a result, the followers express
an increase in job satisfaction levels, respect toward leaders, and
motivation in task execution (Tengi et al., 2017:794).

The Concept of Transformational
Leadership
Dubinsky et al. (1995) explained that the concept of
transformational leadership is a reflection of several
characteristics found in leaders, such as the acknowledgment
of future needs and issues, handling of long-term problems
and opportunities, holistic examination of internal and external
organizational factors, handling of organizational issues from
a broad perspective, elevation of follower awareness regarding
the importance and value of specific job outcomes, ability to
motivate employees to substitute their personal interests for
those of the organization, and ability to influence followers
to change their needs to higher-order concerns. In the same
context, a transformational leader is a leader who has influence
and can interact directly with followers to change various
aspects of an organization through vision, action, and impact.
Leadership involves the attitude and behavior of a person to
influence a team to be able to work together more efficiently and
effectively to achieve a required level of productivity (Tengi et al.,
2017:792).

It is essentially the process through which leaders and
followers are committed to achieving goals within a framework of
vision, shared values, andmutual trust. In this process, the leaders
encourage the followers to pursue personal development and
adaptation skills, and as a result, the leaders and followers raise
each other to the highest level of motivation. It is through this
focus on human behavior and motivation that transformational
leadership has a significant transformational effect on leaders and
followers, as well as on the performance and development of the
organization as a whole.

The Dimensions of Transformational
Leadership
Both Savovic (2017) and Wood (2019) asserted that one of the
most important tasks of transformational leadership involves
enhancing the participation between leaders and followers in
terms of motivation and values, while also enhancing the
awareness of the followers on existing problems and providing
support, encouragement, and developmental experience. This
requires that leaders focus on developing the abilities of the
followers to creatively find solutions to problems, providing
them with a blueprint for the future that inspires them and
provides themwith the support they need to face the challenges of
change, ultimately increasing their commitment to efficient task
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implementation. Ultimately, transformational leaders inspire
changes in the attitudes and core values of their followers to foster
its alignment with the organizational vision.

According to Burns, transformational leadership can be seen
when the leaders and followers push one another to higher levels
of morals and motivation. Through the power of their vision
and personality, transformational leaders can inspire followers
to change their hopes, perceptions, and motivations, and work
toward common goals. Transformational leaders must be able
to define and communicate the vision of an organization, while
subordinates must acknowledge the credibility of their leaders as
transformational leaders who are charismatic and play a central
and strategic role in helping the organization achieve its goals.
Transformational leaders must also be able to balance their future
visions with those of their subordinates while attributing greater
importance to the needs of their subordinates than what may
exist at present. Furthermore, transformational leaders must be
able to persuade their subordinates to carry out tasks beyond
their interests for the greater good of the organization (Gunawan,
2020).

Therefore, the role of administrative leaders in managing
change is of great importance because organizations are dynamic
entities undergoing rapid development, and are therefore in need
of leadership that is capable of managing transformations. Hence,
the administrative leader who continuously strives to improve
their performance and personal skills and simultaneously deals
with the rapidly-changing modern global variables can be
identified as a transformational leader. The administrative leader
who wants to achieve extraordinary things at a level that
exceeds expectations must be updated on the new trends in
management and technology, while also acquiring new skills that
help anticipate and internalize future changes.

Organizational Effects of Transformational
Leadership
The transformational leadership approach contributes to keeping
organizations abreast of all the surrounding changes, as their
leaders and members have a clear vision of the future
that they are working hard to achieve. Many studies on
transformational leadership indicate a positive correlation
between transformational leadership and positive organizational
outcomes. Therefore, this systematic review significantly analyzes
the individual characteristics and effects of transformational
leadership on organizational outcomes such as: It is clear
from each perspective of the dimensions of transformational
leadership that it makes a significant contribution to the
actual performance of academic educational institutions. This is
because all the dimensions possess motivational and cognitive
abilities that are considered necessary for the development and
evaluation of academic performance in academic institutions (Al
Gabri, 2018); According to Al Amiri (2002), transformational
leadership in public institutions in Saudi promotes a high level
of staff opinions and results in higher academic performances;
it has the best practices in developing and generating novel
ideas that facilitate the process of knowledge sharing in
terms of knowledge management (Al Madhahaji, 2017); it

is the best practice to satisfy employees at work, and as a
result, the employees go above and beyond to satisfy their
employers (Al Madhahaji, 2017). According to Al Miman
(2013), transformational leadership has an influential effect
on organizational creativity in terms of knowledge sharing
practices, developing novel ideas, and doing best practices and
processes in private and public higher institutions in Riyadh
(Al Rashidi, 2017); it enables corporate social responsibility
among the faculty members of King Saud University (Al Regeb,
2017); it helps to empower knowledge management system
in public universities in Saudi (Al Saleh, 2019); and it is the
ultimate antecedent of both organizational commitment and
organizational citizenship behavior (Al Ubiri, 2016) because it
enhances faculty commitment and citizenship behaviors among
the faculty members of public higher institutions.

The Effect of Transformational Leadership on

Employee Performance
Some studies, such as the empirical study of Buil et al. (2019)
on the impact of transformational leadership on employee
performance, have investigated the effect of transformational
leadership on employee performance and its related aspects.
Measures were used to assess transformational leadership among
323 employees. They included: organizational identification,
work engagement, job performance, and proactive personality.
The findings supported a link between the transformational
leadership approach and the level of job performance. They stated
that “both identification and engagement, as mediator variables,
govern the underlying mechanism of the relationships between
transformational leaders and their followers’ behaviors.” Their
findings suggest that the use of the transformational leadership
approach can predict job performances because those leaders
“motivate their followers to identify with their organizations,
which, in turn, increases their level of engagement.”

Wood (2019) compared three leadership theories, namely,
transformational leadership, situational leadership, and
reciprocity, to examine the suitability of these theories to
the environment of contemporary business and he found that
transformation leaders were undoubtedly more capable of
improving the performance of an organization by empowering
employees and enabling change. Similarly, the lack of success of
institutions was related to the absence of effective leadership that
promotes the necessary behaviors for achieving organizational
goals. Thus, it was found that although transformational
leadership was proposed many decades ago, it is still considered
the most appropriate for present times due to its ability
to facilitate organizational innovation and learning while
promoting a shared and inspiring vision for the future.

Savovic (2017) also studied the impact of transformational
leadership on job performance, considering the variables of
organizational change, growth, integration, and expansion of
activities. The previous study was based on a sample of 344
employees in a Serbian company. The results showed that
transformational leadership, in all its dimensions, has a positive
effect on job performance during the change process, as it leads
to a reduction in uncertainty, making employees more accepting,
and increasing their commitment to the organization. They
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found that transformational leaders influence job performance
positively through their charismatic performance, individual
support for employees through guidance and education,
provision of incentives, inspiration, and optimism, as well as
encouraging their employees to be innovative and find new
ways to solve problems. Additionally, transformation leadership
encourages the subordinates to be more productive to the firm
regardless of whether their appraisal is measured by unit level
or firm level (Buil et al., 2019). Similarly, Yang et al. (2019)
supported the influence of transformational leadership on the
task performance and contextual performance of employees
in the Chinese context. The study also indicated that one
of the main factors of the growth, diversification, and access
to new markets of a company is the use of transformational
leadership during the process of change, especially in the critical
stages of adaptation and trying to achieve difficult goals. In an
earlier study, Yammarino et al. (1993) developed a model of
transformational leadership to investigate its impact on the level
of performance. The model was tested in a longitudinal study on
a sample of 186 officers in the US Navy who were graduates of the
Naval Academy in the United States. The study found a positive
relationship between academic and military performance and
transformational leadership, which generally reflects positively
on the level of job performance in the fleet.

Tengi et al. (2017) also conducted a review on the
school leaders in Malaysia based on the theory of
transformational leadership, which was widely applied in
the Malaysian school leadership system. The study showed
that transformational leadership increases organizational
effectiveness and that the transformational leader is an
influential leader who can interact directly with followers.
They asserted that transformational leaders have the ability
to inspire organizational change through vision, action, and
influence. This style of leadership is about the attitude and
behavior of a leader, and how it influences the followers to work
together efficiently and effectively to achieve productivity. It was
found that the shift to a transformational leadership style plays
an important role in increasing the employee performance of
school leaders.

Gareth and Gill (2012) investigated transformational
leadership across the hierarchical levels in manufacturing
organizations in the United Kingdom (UK). The study sample
was 367 managers from all organizational levels (upper, middle,
and low) working in 38 UK organizations in the industry
sector. One of the most prominent results of the study was
that the transformational leaders were the most productive
and that this leadership style was equally effective across all
the hierarchical levels in the organizations that were studied.
However, transformational leadership was found to be more
widespread at the higher managerial levels.

The Behavioral Effects of Transformational

Leadership
Real leaders positively influence the behavior of their followers
because these leaders provide support for the self-determination
of their followers, thus, they are more effective in enhancing
the self-motivation of their workers, which in turn leads to

an increase in the job satisfaction of their followers (Penger
and Cerne, 2014). Some studies investigated the behavioral
effects of transformational leadership, such as Purnomo and
Novalia (2018). They were interested in the relationship
between transformational leadership and job satisfaction in the
context of organizational commitment. Their study targeted
a sample of 70 Indonesian Airlines employees and found that
transformational leadership plays a critical role in influencing
the organizational commitment of the employees. The findings
of these studies, directly and indirectly, indicated that leaders
may increase the performance of the employees and stimulate
the creativity of their followers. Whereas, these conclusions
indicated the effect of leadership on the performance of
employees by the moderating role of proactive personality (Buil
et al., 2019). Transformational leaders are found to influence
organizational commitment by: (a) promoting higher levels of
commitment to goal achievement; (b) creating a higher level
of personal commitment to the vision, mission, and shared
organizational goals on the part of leaders and followers; and
(c) motivating employees to work more effectively, leading to
higher levels of organizational commitment. Buil et al. (2019)
have conducted a study on transformational leadership and
its ultimate outcomes. They supported that transformational
leadership, directly and indirectly, influences the performance
of employees by the mediating role of work engagement. They
further supported that work engagement is only possible when
the leaders transparently involve themselves in the tasks of their
subordinates at the workplace. Transformational leadership was
also studied in relation to job satisfaction. Bruch and Walter
(2007) investigated the hierarchical effect of transformational
leadership and organizational development by surveying 448
managers from several multinational corporations in Sweden.
The aforementioned study covered four basic dimensions of
transformational leadership: idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration. The study concluded that idealized influence
and inspirational motivation occurred more frequently with the
upper- rather than mid-level management, and no differences
were found in intellectual stimulation and individualized
consideration. The results also indicated that idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, and intellectual stimulation are more
effective in enhancing job satisfaction for the followers at the
upper management levels rather than the middle management
levels. Individual consideration was effective in both the groups
of upper and middle management. The study emphasized
the need to encourage the use of transformational leadership
approaches at the lower management levels.

Transformational leadership was also studied in relation
to organizational health. Thibault et al. (2019) discussed
transformational leadership within Occupational Health
Psychology, pointing out that it is associated with positive effects
on the performance, well-being, and safety of employees. Leaders
can help their followers cope with the negative consequences
of work stress and create a positive atmosphere, thus, serving
as an intervention for improving organizational health. Several
factors affecting organizational health and knowledge sharing
were identified by Tuan (2013). In his study, a questionnaire
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was distributed to 635 middle managers working in 127
Vietnamese companies who were selected because they were
able to observe the job behaviors displayed by the senior
and lower management better. The study findings showed a
strong relationship between transformational leadership and
organizational health. Transformational leadership was found to
be a healthy management approach that activates the “dynamic
interaction” and “stimulates change” among the members of the
organization, thus strengthening organizational health.

Al Amiri (2002) conducted a study on transformational
leadership in public institutions in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia on a sample of 466 employees. The findings indicate
that transformational leadership positively affected many
organizational aspects such as job satisfaction and sense
of organizational justice of employees, and organizational
citizenship behavior. The study found that personal factors
such as age, educational qualification, and job experience did
not affect the perceptions of employees on transformational
leadership. The study emphasized that government agencies
should conduct training courses for managers to establish their
leadership skills in change and transformational leadership.

The Effect of Transformational Leadership on

Organizational Change
Many studies, such as that of Gunawan (2020) on the
effect of transformational leadership, school culture, and work
motivation on school performance and effectiveness, looked
at the role of transformational leadership in organizational
change. The data sample included 343 teachers in junior
high schools in 44 government high schools in Medan
City. The results showed that transformational leadership
was an effective approach in initiating organizational change
and development. Transformational leaders were found to
strive to make a difference and take responsibility for
organizational transformation. Moreover, the findings showed
that transformational leaders involve their followers in achieving
the goals and objectives set by the management of the
organization. All in all, it was found that transformational
leadership had a positive effect on the motivation level of
followers and the organizational culture, thus making it an
important variable in the context of organizational effectiveness.

Al Qatawenh (2018) investigated the relationship between
transformational leadership and change management in Jordan.
The study focused on several dimensions, including idealized
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
empowerment. The data was collected from 500 employees in
several Jordanian insurance companies. The findings confirmed
that the dimensions of transformational leadership were
indeed present in the Jordanian insurance companies and
that a positive impact could be observed regarding change
management. Therefore, transformational leadership behaviors
were recommended to be implemented as they will increase the
perception of employees to manage change.

On the other hand, Al Qura’an (2015) aimed to identify
the impact of transformational leadership on managing
organizational change from the perspective of the managers.
The subjects were 50 branch managers of Jordan Ahli Bank.

The findings showed that transformational leadership affects the
management of organizational change. A positive correlation was
found between transformational leadership dimensions (ideal
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation,
individual thinking, and empowerment) as independent
variables, and structural change, technological change, and
organizational change of personnel as dependent variables.
There is a positive relationship between the dimensions of
transformational leadership (ideal influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and empowerment) and the
management of change. This shows that transformational
leadership is very effective in developing and changing
organizations because transformational leaders work to make a
difference and take on the responsibility of creating change.

Transformational Leadership in Public
Universities in Saudi
Universities are one of the foundational elements in building
societies and contributing to progress and development. This
is accomplished through university leaders who support the
effective achievement of the strategic plans, visions, and goals of
the university (Al Shammari, 2020:2). The effective achievement
of the desired visions and goals requires leaders who have
special capabilities that enable them to face contemporary
challenges and deal with them efficiently (Alsomaly and
Metoly, unpublished:19). Universities are considered one of
the most important tributaries for influencing and changing
the attitudes and behaviors of employees while urging them
toward the achievement of visions and aspirations. This
is why universities need conscious leaders equipped with
the characteristics of transformational leadership, such as
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, ideal influence,
and individual considerations to achieve their development plans
(Alaklobee, unpublished:422).

The academic and administrative leadership of the universities
in Saudi requires the skills to deal with contemporary challenges,
future aspirations, and internal/external changes. This must
be balanced with the active management of development
due to the pivotal role that Saudi Arabian universities
play in the achievement of sustainable, comprehensive
development, and the 2030 vision of the Kingdom under
new university regulations. This necessitates leaders to
assume a transformational leadership approach with its
four dimensions (idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration), as
this style of leadership is associated with the ability to keep
up with rapid developments while influencing the behavior
of organizational members and improving their capabilities
through encouragement, involvement in problem-solving,
empowerment, and participation in decision-making.

METHODOLOGY

In this study, the documentary research approach was used to
review administrative literature on the theory of transformational
leadership, its concepts, historical roots, tasks, and dimensions.
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The study also reviewed empirical research on the organizational
effects of transformational leadership. Finally, a systematic
review of the practice of transformational leadership among
the academic leaders in the public universities of Saudi was
conducted through extensive research on Arabic and English
literature in academic online databases. The resources accessed
contained a wealth of information databases available on “Google
Scholar” and the “Saudi Digital Library,” such as Proquest,
Sage Business Cases, Dar Almandoumah, Almanhal, Arabic
Book Collection, and e-Marefa. These databases were chosen
due to their comprehensive lists of studies on transformational
leadership carried out in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, thus
encompassing the target population of the academic leaders in
Saudi Arabian universities.

The systematic review of transformational leadership and
its predicted organizational outcomes has been screened and
skimmed by doing a thematic analysis using NVIVO 11
(QSR International, Melbourne, Australia). The contextual and
thematic analyses were organized to see the most required
organizational outcome in the studies conducted in Saudi
Arabian universities between 2011 and 2020. Twenty-two studies
on the scope and application of transformational leadership in
Saudi Arabian universities were obtained as seen in Figure 1. The
extraction of data included: the author, journal, study design,
study sample, study measurement tools, measures of validity
and reliability, independent and dependent variables, methods of
statistical analysis, and study results with respect to the practice of
transformational leadership among the academic leaders in Saudi
Arabian universities. The regulatory and behavioral implications
were also considered.

A Systematic Review of Literature Findings
In this section of the study, we discuss several recent studies
published between 2011 and 2020 that investigated the practice
of transformational leadership in Saudi Arabian universities.
The goal of this is to explore the extent of the application of
transformational leadership, as well as its organizational and
behavioral implications.

Quantitative Literature Findings
Initially, the studies obtained through the databases were
reviewed to ensure that they followed robust scientific
methodological procedures. Accordingly, 22 studies were
included as shown in Table 1, summarizing the study sample,
degree of response, validity and reliability measurements of the
study tool, and statistical methods used in the study.

Using Likert Scale and Mean Score of Response Rate

(Likert Scale)
The arithmetic means and SD were calculated to measure the
degree of response of the sample individuals, as well as to
gauge their opinions on the paragraphs of transformational
leadership dimensions featured in the questionnaires of the
studies that were applied to Saudi Arabian universities. With
regards to determining the level of transformational leadership
practice, a criterion divided into three equal categories was
adopted, where the value was calculated by dividing the

FIGURE 1 | Prisma flow diagram (2011–2020).

difference between the upper and lower value of the scale
into three degrees and filling the number of levels [(5–1)/3
= 1.33]. The three categories were divided into the low level
(1–2.33), medium level (2.34–3.67), and high level (3.68–5).
Reviewing the field studies conducted on the public universities
in Saudi provides a clear summary of the current evidence
on the topic of transformational leadership practices over 10
years. Table 2 shows the synthesis of studies according to
a measurement scale of the “level of practice.” The results
show that the studies investigated transformational leadership
practices and that the level of practices found in the sample on
the four dimensions of transformational leadership—idealized
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration—ranged between two levels such
as high and medium. This indicates that there is a high level
of agreement among the participants from different studies on
the level of practice of transformational leadership of academic
leaders. In light of the earlier discussion on transformational
leadership, its characteristics, and positive effects, this finding
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the literature studies.

Ref# References Sample Validity Reliability Statistical

analysis

N RR (%)

1 Al Shammari (2020) 166 100 Face validity α = 0.92 Mean

King Faisal University Standard deviation

T-test

Analysis of variance(ANOVA)

Scheffe test

2 Al Shammari (2020) 272 77.70 Face and content and α = 0.995 Mean

Qassim University construct Standard deviation

T-test

Pearson correlation

3 Al Saleh (2019) 335 100 Face and construct α = 0.94 Mean

Umm Al-Qura University, King Faisal University,

Princess Nora Bint Abdul Rahman University, Hail

University and Jazan University

Standard deviation

One way ANOVA

Independent samples test

4 Alaklobee (unpublished) 2019 60 Face validity α = 0.984 Mean

University of Shaqraa Standard deviation

T-test

Multiple regression

Analysis of variance(ANOVA)

Pearson correlation

5 Al Zahrani (2019) 214 61 Content and construct α = 0.868 Mean

Albaha University Standard deviation

Pearson correlation coefficient

6 Wazrah (2019) 275 100 Face and construct α = 0.984 Mean

The Standard deviation

University colleges in Wadialdawasir Pearson correlation

One way ANOVA

Tukey test

7 Al Gabri (2018) 34 43 Face and construct α = 0.93 Mean

King Saud University Standard deviation

One way ANOVA

8 Alsomaly and Metoly 333 83 Face and construct α = 0.983 Mean

(unpublished) King Abdul-Aziz University Standard deviation

Multiple Linear Regression

Multicollinearity

9 Al Mandil and Shawi

(2018)

645 100 Face and construct α = 0.979 Mean

King Abdul-Aziz University Standard deviation

T-test

Multiple regression

ANOVA

10 Atoum (2018) 350 100 Construct α = 0.95 Mean

King Saud University, Imam Muhammad bin Saud

University,

Standard deviation

The Arab Open University, Al-Faisal University, and

Princess University

T-test

Nora, Prince Sattam University, Dar Al Uloom

University, and Al-Yamama University

ANOVA

Scheffe test

11 Al Rashidi (2017) 243 83 Face and construct α = 0.98 T-test

Al Jouf University Analysis of variance

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

Ref# References Sample Validity Reliability Statistical

analysis

N RR (%)

Regression Analysis

12 Al Sharari (2017) 161 46 Content α = 0.90 Mean

Qassim University Standard deviation

3 way ANOVA

13 Al Regeb (2017) 246 36 Face and construct α = 0.85 Mean

University of Tabuk Standard deviation

Analysis of variance(ANOVA)

14 Al Madhahaji (2017) 93 100 Face and construct – Mean

University of Tabuk Standard deviation

T-test

Analysis of variance(ANOVA)

Scheffe test

15 Al Ubiri (2016) 58 72.5 Face and content α = 0.98 Mean

King Saud University Standard deviation

Pearson correlation

16 Zein Alabdien 357 73.20 Face and construct α = 0.89 Mean

(unpublished) Imam Muhammad bin Saud University, and

Majmaah University

Standard deviation

T-test

17 Al Thuwaini (2014) 98 100 Face validity α = 0.953 Arithmetic Mean

Jazan University, Al-Jouf University, Tabuk

University, Al- Alhudud Alshamalia University, Najran

University, Majmaah University- Shaqra University,

University of Dammam

Standard deviation

T-test

One way ANOVA

18 Burqan (2013) 203 58 Face and content α = 0.97 Mean

Saudi Arabian Technical Colleges Standard deviation

T-test

19 Al Subaie (2013) 350 100 Face and content α = 0.97 Mean

Taif University Standard deviation

Pearson correlation

One way ANOVA

Mann-Whitney U-test

20 Al Miman (2013) 243 83 Face and construct α = 0.92 Mean

King Saud University, Al-Jouf University, Najran

University, Al-Baha University

Standard deviation

21 Ayyad (2013) 166 100 Face validity α = 0.93 Mean

King Faisal University Standard deviation

Pearson correlation

AMOS

22 Al-Shammari (2015) 272 77.70 Face validity α = 0.85 Mean

Qassim University Standard deviation

T-test

One way ANOVA

suggests that the academic leaders believed that this method
fits the organizational work environment in their universities
and their improvement objectives to achieve the vision of Saudi
Arabian universities on development, effectiveness, quality, and
academic excellence.

Correlation Coefficient Between Transformational

Leadership and Organizational Outcomes
Table 3 shows the results of the review of studies regarding
the organizational and behavioral effects of the practice of
transformational leadership by leaders in Saudi Arabian
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TABLE 2 | The mean score of the opinions of the participants of the studies on the extent to which their managers possess transformational leadership characteristics

within the dimensions of idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration.

Ref# References The mean score of the opinions of the studies’ participants on the extent that their

managers possess transformational leadership characteristics

Level of practice scale

High (3.68–5) Medium (2.34–3.67) Low (1–2.33)

1 Al Shammari (2020) 3.61 –

2 Al Shammari (2020) 3.76 –

3 Al Saleh (2019) 3.63 –

4 Alaklobee (unpublished) 4.22 –

5 Al Zahrani (2019) 3.04 –

6 Wazrah (2019) 4.02 –

7 Al Gabri (2018) 3.21 –

8 Alsomaly and Metoly

(unpublished)

3.85 –

9 Al Mandil and Shawi (2018) 3.76 –

11 Al Rashidi (2017) 3.61 –

12 Al Sharari (2017) 4.18 –

14 Al Madhahaji (2017) 3.62 –

15 Al Ubiri (2016) 3.83 –

16 Zein Alabdien (unpublished) 4.03 –

17 Al Thuwaini (2014) 3.73 –

18 Burqan (2013) 3.64 –

19 Al Subaie (2013) 3.98 –

20 Al Miman (2013) 3.89 –

21 Ayyad (2013) 3.11 –

22 Al-Shammari (2015) 2.64 –

universities in its various dimensions: idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration. The results indicate that there
is a statistically significant positive correlation between
the practice of transformational leadership and employee
empowerment, employee creativity, managerial creativity,
knowledge consultation, and the practice of knowledge
management (obtaining knowledge, sharing knowledge,
organizational learning), organizational commitment, job
enrichment, morale, the level of job satisfaction, organizational
citizenship behavior, orientation toward change to achieve the
2030 vision of the Kingdom, and the level of transformation
toward quality. These results, which indicate that the practice
of transformational administrative leadership in Saudi Arabian
universities has positive effects, are similar to the previous
studies that have been mentioned in the review of the
literature.

Qualitative (Thematic and Contextual)
Findings Using NVIVO
After screening the systematic review of the literature studies,
this study extracted the thematic linkages of transformational
leadership with organizational outcomes. The thematic linkages
have been found and extracted from the literature studies in
Saudi Arabian universities. The next step was organized to
develop different “nodes” from the themes of the linkages

between transformational leadership and organizational
outcomes. Therefore, the present research followed the step by
step procedure of NVIVO data analysis as suggested by Alabri et
al. (unpublished) in the following circumstances:

1. Converting audio interviews into manuscripts.
2. Unorganized transcription converted into

organized manuscripts.
3. Data coding.
4. Generating “themes” and developing “Nodes.”
5. Generating “treemaps” and “charts.”
6. Applying contextual queries:

I. A text search query for “word tree”

II. Word frequency query for “tag clouds”
III. Coding queries for “textual data codes in each theme”

Figure 2 shows the coding of both the (1) source (S) and (2)
reference (R) against generating each theme. The S and R are
explained below:

• Source (S): It demonstrates the numbers (frequency) of the
participants who provided information about a particular
theme (factor).

• Reference (R): It demonstrates the total number of themes
coded in a particular factor about a particular participant. The
total number of R is greater than the total number of S because
sometimes, one participant talks about a particular theme
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TABLE 3 | Linkages between transformational leadership and organizational outcomes.

The relationship of transformational leadership Pearson

correlation

Administration creativity A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and organizational creativity (Al

Rashidi, 2017)

0.91

A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and managerial creativity

(Atoum, 2018)

0.875

A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and employee creativity (Alsomaly and Metoly,

unpublished)

0.857

A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and managerial creativity

(Ayyad, 2013)

0.710

Employee empowerment A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and employee empowerment (Alsomaly and

Metoly, unpublished)

0.865

Knowledge management

practices

A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and the behavior of knowledge

consultation (Al Zahrani, 2019)

0.732

A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and the practice of knowledge

management (obtaining knowledge, sharing knowledge, organizational learning) (Al Madhahaji, 2017)

0.47

Job enrichment A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and job enrichment (Ayyad,

2013)

0.65

Organizational commitment A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and organizational commitment (Al Ubiri, 2016) 0.569

Morale A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and morale (Al Shammari, 2020) 0.903

Job Satisfaction A statistically significant correlation between the practice of transformational leadership and the level of job satisfaction

(Al Mandil and Shawi, 2018)

0.89

A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and job satisfaction (Al Miman, 2013) 0.733

Organizational citizenship

behavior

A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and organizational citizenship behavior (Al

Ubiri, 2016)

0.536

A statistically significant correlation between transformational leadership and the level of change toward quality (Al

Subaie, 2013)

0.78

Transformational leadership characteristics influence organizational change to achieve the Kingdom’s Vision 2030

(Alaklobee, unpublished)

0.627

FIGURE 2 | Nodes of contextual linkages.

twice. It means that the present study codes the participant
discussion on one theme twice as R and the participant as S.

Figure 2 presents the coding nodes of the linkages between
transformational leadership and organizational outcomes.
The links between transformational leadership and different
organizational outcomes have been identified in literature studies
in the public sector universities in Saudi Arabia. For example,
the total source of the coding was S = 22 research articles in

public Universities. Additionally, the references of the coding
were R = 195. The nodes of the linkage (S = 4, R = 15) for
transformational leadership and organizational citizenship
(S = 5, R = 22), for transformational leadership and job
satisfaction (S = 7, R = 24), for transformational leadership and
empowerment (S = 2, R = 7), for transformational leadership
and moral (S = 1, R = 5), for transformational leadership
and job enrichment (S= 9, R = 39), for transformational
leadership and organizational commitment (S= 4, R =
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FIGURE 3 | Hierarchy chart.

43), administrative creativity and (S= 5, R = 40) for
transformational leadership and knowledge management
practices. This shows that most of the studies in Saudi Arabian
universities had been conducted to assess the organizational
commitment (emotional attachment) of the professors in
these Universities.

Hierarchy Chart
The hierarchy charts help the readers to visualize the coding
patterns and see the values attributing to the cases and
sources. Hierarchy charts are proven to be beneficial when
the readers aim to explore the views on data and show
different opinions. There are two types of charts including
hierarchy charts and treemaps. A treemap is used to analyze
hierarchies and compare them according to their sizes in
data aspects. In addition, it is easier to compare with the
rectangular shape of the hierarchy chart than curved shapes.
Therefore, in Figure 3, the readers can see and finally analyze
that the literature studies that mostly shed light on the
linkages between transformational leadership and administrative
creativity in the public universities of Saudi Arabia. Second, the
researchers focused on the knowledge management practices
of the transformational leaders in the public universities of
Saudi Arabia. Third, the researchers explored the impact of
transformational leadership on organizational commitment.
Fourth, the researchers focused on individual empowerment
to lead the University culture into the most advanced. Fifth,
job satisfaction was assessed by hiring transformational leaders
in public universities. Job enrichment was the factor that the
researchers focused on the least in the public universities of
Saudi Arabia.

Treemap
The treemap is a diagram presenting hierarchical segments into
a set of nested rectangles of different values and sizes. The
reader can use a rectangular size to understand the number
of coding in each node. A treemap was used to verify the
best-defined area in rectangular form and to link the factors.
The larger areas are presented on the left side and the smaller
rectangular areas are presented on the right side (as shown
in Figure 4). The words “leadership” and “transformational”
were mostly used in the studies on the public universities of
Saudi Arabia and the weightage of the words was 2.39 and
1.73%, respectively. However, organizational commitment and
knowledge management were the second-highest practices in the
public universities, and the weightage of the words was 0.75 and
0.60%, respectively, etc. Therefore, the reader can easily imagine
the values counted for the rectangular areas in the treemap and
the weightage percentage.

This study presents the results of the word cloud by applying
the technique of word frequency query (Figure 5). The word
cloud signifies the words in the study which were mostly
used by the researchers and social scientists in their studies. It
highlights the words “transformational leadership” which was
mostly applied in the studies on public universities. Second, the
organizational commitment was the second-highest base of the
public universities in Saudi Arabia.

Mind Map
A mind map was used to brainstorm the ideas of the
researchers defined in the studies. The mind map depicts
the thinking level from a single theme and is casually
presented immediately and spontaneously. Mind maps
can be used to explore the related linkages between
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FIGURE 4 | Treemap.

FIGURE 5 | Word cloud query.

transformational leadership and organizational outcomes such
as organizational commitment, job satisfaction, administrative
creativity, organizational citizenship behavior, job enrichment,
individual empowerment, morale, and knowledge management
practices (Figure 6). Therefore, the main thematic base
is transformational leadership that explores the multiple
sub-themes including the parent nodes and child nodes.
This study also presents the text search queries (as shown
in Appendixes).

DISCUSSION

Administrative leadership has been greatly affected by global
changes at both organizational and national levels. Therefore,
the need for an innovative leader who can lead the development
and adapt to various changes in the globalized and continuously
changing world has become vital in government and private
organizations, particularly as it relates to a leadership capable of
managing transformations and transforming visions into action.
Interestingly, transformational leadership behavior has become

a basic requirement for all organizations that aim for continuity
and excellence. Therefore, instilling transformational leadership
can now be viewed as a prerequisite for managers at various
administrative levels. This approach aids in the development
and adaptation of different environmental challenges, while
also motivating the followers to achieve the goals of their
organizations effectively and efficiently.

As shown in this study, it has been established that
transformational leadership has certain dimensions and
characteristics, which may be personal or those that deal with
others within an organization or its surrounding environment.
These characteristics, whenever found in the leaders of an
organization, give a strong indication of how effectively an
organization is approaching its goal, maintaining development,
and dealing with internal and external environmental challenges.
This is what government and private organizations alike
need to transform into advanced organizations that adapt to
changing environments in all dimensions, may they be social,
economic, cultural, political, informational, or technological.
The results show 22 studies that investigated transformational
leadership practices in Saudi Arabian public universities. The
levels of practice of the four aforementioned dimensions of
transformational leadership found in the sample ranged between
two levels. Interestingly, the organizational commitment was
found to have the highest leverage (9 studies out of 22 of the
conducted research in the public Universities of Saudi Arabia). It
shows that the researchers practiced transformational leadership
to assess the organizational commitment (emotional attachment)
of the faculty members in Saudi Arabian Universities (Dubinsky
et al., 1995; Bruch and Walter, 2007; Tengi et al., 2017; Purnomo
and Novalia, 2018). Furthermore, organizational commitment
was proven to be the most critical and researched behavior in
Saudi Arabian Universities (Al Ubiri, 2016).

Out of 22, seven studies found that transformational
leadership had a significant contribution to individual
empowerment (Alsomaly and Metoly, unpublished). It means
that empowerment is the second highest and critical behavior
of the individuals in Saudi Arabian public universities such
that the researchers have examined it in latest two decades.
Out of 22, five studies have been found concerning the linkages
between transformational leadership and both job satisfaction
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FIGURE 6 | Mind map.

(Penger and Cerne, 2014) and knowledge management
practices (Tuan, 2013). This means that job satisfaction and
knowledge management practices were parallel and offered
the same opportunity for researchers to explore them by using
transformational leaders. Additionally, out of 22, four studies
were conducted on the linkages between transformational
leadership and both organizational citizenship behavior (Al
Ubiri, 2016) and administrative creativity (Ayyad, 2013; Al
Rashidi, 2017; Atoum, 2018). This shows that in terms of the
importance of the predicted variables, these behavioral factors
were the least important in Saudi Arabian Universities and were
quite different from the actual behavioral tendencies (Alsomaly
and Metoly, unpublished). The least important behavioral
tendencies such as morale and job enrichment have been
studied in the context of Saudi Arabian Universities by hiring
transformational leaders.

The findings of the studies asserted the importance of
transformational leadership practice as a leadership method in
government universities due to its characteristics that are most
suitable for the development of the universities, and its multiple
positive effects on the organizational structure of universities,
the behavior of their employees, their job performance, the
quality of academic research, and community service outcomes.
The results are consistent with the studies: each dimension of
transformational leadership significantly contributes to the actual
performance of the academic educational institutions because
all dimensions have motivational and cognitive abilities which
are considered necessary for the development and assessment
of academic performance (Al Gabri, 2018); transformational
leadership in Saudi Arabian public institutions promotes
higher levels of staff opinions and generates higher academic
performance (Al Amiri, 2002); it has the best practices in
developing and generating novel ideas that enable the process
of knowledge sharing in terms of knowledge management
(Al Madhahaji, 2017); it is the best practice to satisfy the
employees at a workplace and in turn, the employees do more

to compensate their goodwill so there is a higher job satisfaction
in educational institutions (Al Mandil and Shawi, 2018) as
well as in Saudi Arabian technical educational institutions (Al
Miman, 2013); it has an influential effect on organizational
creativity in terms of knowledge sharing practices, developing
novel ideas, and doing best practices and processes in private
and public higher institutions in Riyadh (Al Rashidi, 2017);
it enables corporate social responsibility among the faculty
members of King Saud University (Al Regeb, 2017); it helps
to empower the knowledge management system in Saudi
Arabian public universities (Al Saleh, 2019); and it is the
ultimate antecedent of both organizational commitment and
organizational citizenship behavior (Al Ubiri, 2016) because
it enhances faculty commitment and citizenship behaviors
among the faculty members of public higher institutions. The
results also showed that the level of transformational leadership
practice in Saudi universities is mostly high and that several
recommendations were made to enhance the practice of this
leadership method in a way that helps improve the government
universities, enabling them to effectively achieve their goals.
These recommendations can be summarized as follows:

• The necessity of providing an appropriate supportive
environment for university leaders to practice
transformational leadership in its various dimensions
and to motivate, encourage, and empower leaders at
all organizational levels in the interest of change and
development. It is also important to develop and nurture the
skills and leadership characteristics of the members of an
organization through material and moral incentives. It can
be seen that the personal characteristics and individual
capabilities that exist in academic leaders create an
encouraging environment that fosters the practice of
transformational leadership while developing academic
departments, influencing the performance of their fellow
faculty members, and building new cohorts of leaders (Al
Gabri, 2018; Al Shammari, 2020; Al Zahrani, 2020).
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It is important to develop the generalized and
transformational thinking skills of academic leaders, along
with providing specialized training programs and mandatory
workshops on the various dimensions, skills, and behaviors of
transformational leadership for university leaders, using the
best global practices and programs in which the leaders from
the different universities can exchange experiences (Ayyad,
2013; Burqan, 2013; Al-Shammari, 2015; Al Madhahaji, 2017;
Al Rashidi, 2017; Al Gabri, 2018; Al Saleh, 2019; Al Zahrani,
2019; Al Shammari, 2020).

• Considering the characteristics of transformational leadership
as an important trait when appointing new academic leaders
at universities, and setting specific measures by which
people who have transformational leadership credentials are
chosen. Accordingly, those individuals must have inspirational
personalities that stimulate and motivate the employees and
ultimately, become efficient leaders capable of creating a clear
future vision. This highlights the importance of establishing
clear criteria for selecting leaders in universities and involving
experienced faculty members in the process of selecting
academic leaders (Ayyad, 2013; Al Ubiri, 2016; Al Sharari,
2017; Al Mandil and Shawi, 2018; Al Saleh, 2019; Wazrah,
2019).

• Activating the role of academic leaders in transforming
knowledge into a competitive advantage by employing the
dimensions of transformational leadership with its positive
impact on knowledge sharing and organizational learning.
Focusing on their role in elevating the trends of knowledge
sharing, exercising idealized influence, motivating faculty
members to share their knowledge and experience, providing
intellectual stimulation for more creativity and innovation,
and supporting them to excel in administrative and academic
work and training (Al Madhahaji, 2017; Al Zahrani, 2019).

• University leaders must exhibit transparency and justice in
all administrative aspects and decisions while reaching high
levels of proficiency and discipline in work. This is achieved
through participation in decision-making and understanding
the implications of those decisions on the workers. The leaders
must be role models in their behavior and discipline at work
in order for the workers to learn these values. Universities
must ensure that academic leaders lead by example and exhibit
exemplar behaviors, practices, and decisions that serve the
public interest (Al Regeb, 2017; Al Aklibi, 2019; Al Zahrani,
2020).

• Leaders must appreciate the efforts of employees, encourage
and inspire them to succeed, and give them enough freedom
to find new solutions to existing problems. This kind of
approach leads to success in creative thinking and employee
empowerment. It is also necessary that the transformational
leadership methodology and administrative creativity are in
harmony with the strategic goals of universities (Al Subaie,
2013; Atoum, 2018; Somali and Motwali, 2018).

• A supportive organizational environment for transformational
leaders must be established in Saudi Arabian universities to
attract creative minds. More work is needed to conduct
meetings and scientific seminars that promote the application
of the transformational leadership dimensions by university

leaders, and work to create an organizational culture that
is consistent with the requirements of transformational
leadership, encouraging creative ideas, team spirit,
accountability, and exemplary work values (Al Regeb,
2017; Al Rashidi, 2017; Al Aklibi, 2019).

• Finally, it is recommended that effort be put into measuring
the level of job satisfaction and the morale of organization
members while promoting the practice of transformational
leadership among leaders. Such an approach is considered
as one of the factors that help in raising the levels of job
satisfaction and morale among faculty and administrators,
while also helping universities to achieve their goals (Al
Miman, 2013; Al Mandil and Shawi, 2018; Al Zahrani, 2020).

CONCLUSION

Organizations need transformational leaders who believe in the
culture of change and development and seek such a culture with
sincerity and determination. The characteristics of the leader and
the application of the transformational leadership dimensions
are positively correlated with the commitment of the followers
to achieve goals in a framework of trust, shared values, and
a shared vision. The dimensions can be summarized in the
following points:

(a) Leaders must have a clear vision and mission, consistent
values, high standards, and a clear sense of purpose,
confidence in self and others, and the ability to gain the
trust and respect of followers. They must also demonstrate
the importance of the human element in development and
progress by paying attention to the needs of individuals,
harnessing the potentials of said individuals, and aiding
individuals in self-improvement and achievement.

(b) Leaders must pursue new ideas and approaches to getting a
job done effectively. This entails influencing the motivation
and enthusiasm of the team with charisma, exhibiting
exemplary behavior, inspiring, and providing creative
encouragement and intellectual stimulation.

(c) Leaders must demonstrate individual traits, such as the
ability to focus, pay attention, change, and take risks by
establishing consistency between words and actions. They
must also set an example in handling workloads, and
demonstrate the ability to communicate and reach out to
others by showing empathy andmaintaining a high degree of
harmony and cooperation between themembers of the group
to raise the morale among the members.

Following a review of both theoretical and empirical research in
the field, this study has found that this pattern of administrative
leadership, “transformational leadership,” has multiple positive
effects on individuals and the organizations for which they
work. Accordingly, transformational leaders can motivate their
followers to develop feelings of acceptance, take greater
ownership of their work, and transfer their personal interests
to a collective interest that is integrated into the interests of
their organizations, leading to higher levels of organizational
commitment. Adopting transformational leadership techniques
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also allows for integration, harmony, learning, and innovation
in human resource management. Transformational leadership
positively affects organizational health and can be used as
an intervention technique to improve the organizational
environment, ultimately affecting performance levels.

Transformational leadership has a positive impact on
many behavioral variables, including job satisfaction among
organization members, the sense of organizational justice
among followers, organizational citizenship behavior,
follower motivations, and emotional commitment to
change and to the organization (i.e., facing the negative
consequences of work stress, creating a positive work
environment, and spreading optimism). In addition, the
transformational leadership style is teachable. As such, it
is possible to hold training courses for followers at various
organizational levels to deepen their awareness of the
concept of transformational leadership behavior to help
foster the rapid internalization of such ideals in various
organizations. This could lead to performance improvement at
the organizational level, preparing firms better to confront new
challenges head-on.
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Basic psychological need satisfaction is essential for the wellbeing of teachers and
motivation at work. Transformational leadership contributes to the development and
maintenance of a respectful, constructive atmosphere, a supportive working climate,
and has been suggested to be a crucial factor for the satisfaction of the need for
relatedness of employees. Transformational leadership is also considered as an ideal
leadership style in the school setting, but most studies did not distinguish between
individual and team effects of this leadership behavior. In the present study, we
applied the dual-focused model of transformational leadership and focused on social
processes to address the question of whether individual- and group-focused
transformational leadership behavior contribute differently to satisfaction of the need for
relatedness of teachers. Based on longitudinal data with three measurement points across
one school year of N � 1,217 teachers, results of structural equational models supported
the notion of the dual effects of transformational leadership: Individual-focused
transformational leadership was directly positively related to change in satisfaction of
the need for relatedness of teachers. The relationship between group-focused
transformational leadership and change in satisfaction of the need for relatedness was
mediated by received social support from team members. These findings emphasize the
importance of school leadership behavior of principals for satisfaction of the need for
relatedness of teachers. The satisfaction of the need for relatedness is, therefore, not only
satisfied through the direct interaction between the school principal and the individual
teacher but also through interactions of the school principal with the whole team. Our
results confirm that school principals should focus their leadership behavior both on
individual need satisfaction of teachers as well as on team development.
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INTRODUCTION

Teaching is considered as a particularly challenging profession
involving a wide range of job demands such as dealing with work
overload, school class heterogeneity, cooperation within and
outside the school, and administrative tasks (e.g., Brägger,
2019; Keller-Schneider, 2018; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2018).
The motivation, well-being, and health of teachers are
important preconditions to meet these demands and to fulfill
the educational mandate (Nieskens, 2006; Sieland, 2006).
According to the Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan,
1985; Deci and Ryan, 2000), individuals experience wellbeing and
motivation when their basic psychological needs are satisfied.
There is a significant amount of research in the educational
setting indicating that psychological need satisfaction of
teachers is positively associated with effective teaching
(Holzberger et al., 2014; Moè and Katz, 2020), work
engagement, job satisfaction, commitment, well-being,
enjoyment, and happiness at work (Collie, 2016; Aldrup, 2017;
Rothmann and Fouché, 2018).

Another substantial body of literature shows that leadership
behavior—and transformational leadership, in particular—is
essential for the psychological need satisfaction of individuals
(Gagné and Deci, 2005; Hetland, 2011; Kovjanic, 2013; Stenling
and Tafvelin, 2014). Moreover, according to the Self-
Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Deci and Ryan,
2000), social support was found to be a key predictor of
satisfaction of the need for relatedness (e.g., Aldrup et al.,
2017; Leow et al., 2019).

Current research in educational settings emphasizes diverse
leadership styles (e.g., shared leadership, distributed leadership,
instructional leadership, transformational leadership, sustainable
leadership) that focus on different outcomes including teaching
quality, goal attainment, lifelong learning, or teachers’
commitment, and effort toward school reform (e.g., Berkovich,
2018; Geijsel, Sleegers, Leithwood, and Jantzi, 2003; Schratz et al.,
2016; Taşçi and Titrek, 2019). Although a variety of conceptual
models have been focused over the past 35 years of research into
educational leadership, transformational leadership was one of the
dominating approaches as it was considered to be ideal leadership
and relevant to schooling challenges of the 21st century (Hallinger,
2003; Berkovich, 2018). However, most studies have not
distinguished between individual and team effects of
transformational leadership. In this study, we examine the
association between the transformational leadership behavior of
school principals and the need satisfaction of teachers.
Furthermore, we aimed to identify the underlying mechanisms of
the link between transformational leadership and need satisfaction of
teachers. By focusing on social processes, we address the role of social
support as amediator and satisfaction of the need for relatedness as a
social outcome.

The Dual-Focused Model of
Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership is defined as the ability of a leader to
motivate followers to transcend their own personal goals for the

greater good of the organization (Bass, 1996). The concept of
transformational leadership assumes that leadership may well be
shared, coming from the principals as well as from teachers
(Leithwood and Jantzi, 2000). The dual-focused model of
transformational leadership addresses exactly this issue (Wang
et al., 2010): The model differentiates aspects of leadership
behaviors directed 1) toward individual team members, and 2)
toward a team as a whole. The dual-focused model of
transformational leadership assumes two independent
dimensions of leadership behavior that enables a
transformational leader to address a single team member
(individual-focused transformational leadership) and an
organizational unit as a group (group-focused transformational
leadership) (Kark and Shamir, 2013; Wang et al., 2010). Thus, the
present research focuses on the differentiated impact of
individual- and group-focused leadership on the need
satisfaction of the teachers.

Individual-focused transformational leadership behavior aims at
developing the abilities and skills of individual employees, improving
their self-efficacy and self-esteem, and empowering them to develop
their full potential (Wang et al., 2010). To achieve these aims within a
school context, the school principal influences teachers by taking an
interest in them as individuals, understanding their skills, abilities,
and needs, and providing them with customized coaching and
mentoring (Kark and Shamir, 2013; Leithwood et al., 1998). By
focusing on the individual, a transformational leader tailors his or her
behavior to the specific person. In contrast, group-focused
transformational leadership behavior aims at communicating the
importance of group goals, developing shared values and beliefs,
and inspiring unified efforts to achieve group goals. Furthermore, it
refers to leadership behaviors that aim to communicate a group
vision, to emphasize group identity, and to promote team-building
(Leithwood et al., 1998; Wang et al., 2010). To achieve the aims of
group-focused transformational leadership, the school principal
influences the whole group of teachers by exhibiting similar
behavior toward different members of the group (Yammarino and
Bass, 1990). By focusing on the group, a transformational school
leader tailors his or her behavior to all members of a team.

Transformational Leadership and
Satisfaction of the Need for Relatedness
There is general agreement, based on the accumulated research
evidence in the educational setting, that transformational
leadership is associated with many positive outcomes, such as
greater teacher motivation, commitment, effort, organizational
effectiveness, and student outcomes (Eyal and Roth, 2011; Geijsel
et al., 2003; Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood and Sun,
2012). According to Bass (1990), a central consequence of
transformational leadership is the satisfaction of the needs of
employees. A transformational leader, for example, is defined as a
person who “seeks to satisfy higher needs and engages the full
potential for the follower” (Burns, 1978, p. 4). Behavioral
components such as individualized support, intellectual
stimulation, and personal vision suggest that transformational
leadership is grounded in understanding the needs of individual
employee (Hallinger, 2003). Needs, in turn, are central aspects of the
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Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985, Deci and Ryan,
2000). The Self-Determination Theory postulates three universal,
innate basic psychological needs that are essential for optimal human
functioning: the need for autonomy, the need for competence, and
the need for social relatedness. The need to form and maintain
relationships is considered a central human need (Baumeister and
Leary, 1995) and was found to be particularly important for teachers
(Butler, 2012). In the present study we therefore focus on the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness. The need for relatedness
involves feelings of respect, understanding, and connectedness which
result from strong interpersonal relationships (Deci andRyan, 2000).

With the focus on satisfaction of the need for relatedness of
followers, empirical studies in the non-school setting have shown
direct positive associations with transformational leadership
(Hetland et al., 2011; Kovjanic et al., 2013; Kovjanic et al.,
2012; Stenling and Tafvelin, 2014). The authors concluded
that transformational leadership might satisfy the need for
social relatedness by taking the individuality of their followers
into consideration, and simultaneously strengthening team spirit
by communicating common visions.

Social Support From Team Colleagues and
Satisfaction of the Need for Relatedness
Social support is central to social interaction (Knoll and Kienle,
2007) and refers to the qualitative aspect of helping between two
parties. Importantly, there are different types of supportive
interactions. Perceived or anticipated social support describes the
support that a person thinks is potentially available in their social
network when help is needed (Knoll and Kienle, 2007). Studies
indicate that perceived social support is a stable rather than
modifiable characteristic (e.g., Sarason et al., 1987). Perceived
social support is also independent from the behavior of a specific
network member and, therefore, not a good indicator for supportive
interactions (Knoll and Kienle, 2007). In contrast, received social
support is the retrospective report of actual support transactions
from specific networkmembers (Uchino, 2009; Schwarzer, 2010). As
the expectation of being supported (i.e., perceived social support)
does not inevitably correspond with the concrete support received in
a challenging situation (Uchino 2009), the present study focuses on
received social support from teacher colleagues. In school settings,
teachers name social support from colleagues among the most
important factors to cope with work-related stressors (e.g.,
Schaarschmidt and Fischer, 2001).

Several studies highlight the significance of social support for the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness of followers (e.g., Fernet et al.,
2013; van den Broeck et al., 2010, Vansteenkiste,Witte, Soenens, and
Lens, 2010). Receiving social support is assumed to generate an
energizing andmotivational process by satisfying basic psychological
needs (Gagné and Deci 2005; Bakker et al., 2014).

Transformational Leadership and Received
Social Support From Team Colleagues
An important consequence of transformational leadership is
creating a positive climate in a school and a culture of care,
respect, and cooperation (Yu et al., 2002; Wang et al., 2010).

Social support among teachers is a key component for creating a
good climate in a school (Schaarschmidt and Fischer, 2001;
Eckert et al., 2013; Rothland, 2013). Several studies from non-
school settings found that transformational leadership is
positively associated with helping behavior among team
members, which is closely related to social support (Podsakoff
et al., 2000; Zaccaro et al., 2001; Kozlowski et al., 2009). Thus, it
can be expected that school principals who apply
transformational leadership can enhance social support among
teachers at their school.

However, previous studies have not considered the dual effects
of transformational leadership that unfold through the dyadic
interaction of the leader with individual followers, as well as
through interactions between the leader and the whole team.

Effects of Individual-Focused
Transformational Leadership
According to Wang et al. (2010) individual-focused
transformational leadership behavior consists of four different
dimensions: communicating high expectations, follower
development, intellectual stimulation, and personal
recognition. School principals showing individual-focused
transformational leadership behaviors, therefore, encourage
teachers to set high goals and display confidence in their
abilities to achieve these goals, help them to find their
individual strengths, challenge them to think about old
problems in new ways, and acknowledge improvements in the
quality of their work. Individual-focused transformational
leadership is found to be positively related to individual
performance (Wang et al., 2010), individual skill development
(Dong et al., 2017), individual needs (Klaic et al., 2018), and
individual teacher efficacy (Windlinger et al., 2019). The
evidence, to date suggests that individual-focused
transformational leadership is primarily related to individual
outcomes, and therefore, the individual-focused
transformational leadership behavior of school principals
should be directly positively related to satisfaction of the need
for relatedness of teachers.

Effects of Group-Focused Transformational
Leadership
Group-focused transformational leadership behavior consists
of three dimensions: emphasizing group identity,
communicating a group vision, and team-building (Wang
et al., 2010). Specifically, school principals showing group-
focused transformational leadership behaviors display pride
in the achievement of the groups, highlight the common
interests and values among team members, encourage team
members to be proud of their team, communicate a clear
direction of where the team is going, and support teamwork
among team members. Group-focused transformational
leadership is found to be positively related to knowledge
sharing and creativity within the team (Dong et al., 2017),
group identification (Wang and Howell, 2012), and collective
teacher efficacy (Windlinger et al., 2019). Moreover, group-
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focused transformational leadership is found to help group
members realign their values according to the vision and goals
of the group, thereby encouraging cooperation toward
achieving the vision and goals of the group (Jung and
Sosik, 2002). Group-focused transformational leadership
also requires followers to help each other to facilitate the
progress of the group (Wang et al., 2010). For example, being a
role model for followers (a typical example of group-focused
leadership) was found to create an overall bond between
group members such as followers who promote social
support within the group (Lyons and Schneider, 2009). In
another typical group-focused leadership behavior,
individuals who belong to a group with a shared group
vision were found to be more likely to support each other
(Haslam and Van Dick, 2011). Evidence to date clearly
demonstrates that group-focused transformational
leadership is primarily related to group-related outcomes,
and therefore, it is the group-focused dimension of
transformational leadership that should play a prominent
role in enhancing social support among teachers.

Aim of the Study
Most studies in the field of education did not differentiate
between individual- and group-focused transformational
leadership (for exceptions, see Kark and Shamir, 2013;
Windlinger et al., 2019). In consequence, there is limited
evidence for differential effects of individual-focused
(i.e., dyadic interactions of leaders with individual team
members) and group-focused transformational leadership
(i.e., leader–team interaction) in the school setting. The
present study focuses on social processes and examines
different mechanisms of individual- and group-focused
transformational leadership behavior on the satisfaction of
the need for relatedness of teachers. Based on existing
research, we expect a direct effect of individual-focused
transformational leadership behavior on satisfaction of the
need for relatedness and indirect effect of group-focused
leadership mediated by social support of team members.
Thus, we advance the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Individual-focused transformational leadership
is positively related to the satisfaction of the need for relatedness
of teachers (direct effect).

Hypothesis 2. The association between group-focused
transformational leadership and teachers’ satisfaction of the
need for relatedness is mediated by received social support
from team colleagues (indirect effect).

Figure 1 shows the hypothesized relationships between
individual- and group-focused transformational leadership,
social support, and satisfaction of the need for relatedness.

METHODS

Procedure
The hypotheses were examined in a sample of teachers at primary
(pupils aged 5–12 years) and lower-secondary (pupils aged
13–15 years) compulsory school level in the German-speaking
part of Switzerland. Eligible for participation were teachers that
met the following criteria: Teaching primary or lower secondary
school level, having a minimum workload of 10 lessons per week,
and working at a school with a formal school principal. The
participants were recruited through cantonal teacher
organizations, and they registered individually for participation
by giving written informed consent. By applying this recruitment
method, a wide range of teachers with different school principals
could be recruited, preventing a nested data structure.

After providing informed consent, the participants completed
online questionnaires. Data collection took part at three
measurement points across the school year 2017/2018: The
first questionnaire (T1) was assessed in September 2017 at the
beginning of the school year, the second (T2) mid-school year in
January 2018 (T2), and the third (T3) May 2018 almost at the end
of the school year. The completion of each questionnaire took
45 min on average. All participants received a voucher worth 25
Swiss francs for each completed online questionnaire as
compensation.

Participants
In total N � 1,365 participants gave written informed consent. Of
these, n � 146 participants were excluded: n � 110 participants did
not fulfill the criteria of participation, further n � 38 persons were
excluded because they did not have the same school principal
during the entire period of data collection (T1–T3). The final
sample consisted of N � 1,217 participants (79% women, M �
43.44 years, SD � 11.23, age range 22–65 years). In some of the
analyses further participants were excluded because of missing
values in all variables included in the analyses. Mean employment
level was M � 79% (SD � 19%) of a full time equivalent and the
mean teaching experience of the sample was M � 17.81 (SD �
10.87) years. 73.1% of the participants were teaching at primary
school level, 22.8% at lower-secondary school level, and 4.0%
taught both at primary and secondary school level. Although the
study did not aim to obtain representative data, the sample
corresponded largely to the population of teachers in the
German-speaking part of Switzerland in the school year 2016/
2017 (Federal Statistical Office, 2018).

Measures
Individual and group-focused transformational leadership.
Individual- and group-focused transformational leadership was
measured with an adapted version of the German version of the
Dual-Level Transformational Leadership Scale (Klaic et al., 2018;
Wang et al., 2010) at T1. In contrast to the most common

FIGURE 1 |Hypothesized paths between dual-focused transformational
leadership, social support, and satisfaction of the need for relatedness.
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instrument used in education leadership research [Multifactor
Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005)],
this instrument differentiates clearly between individual- and
group-focused transformation leadership. The original scales of
individual-focused level of transformational leadership consist of
18 items (e.g., “My supervisor shows confidence in my ability to
meet performance expectations”), and the group-focused level of
transformational leadership consists of 16 items (e.g., “My
supervisor says things that make us feel proud to be members
of this team”). The response scales ranged from 1 (never) to 5
(frequently, if not always). In total, four items were excluded
because content validity was not given as they did not fit the
educational context, i.e., three items from the individual-focused
level and one item from the group-focused level. Both the
individual- and the group-focused level therefore consisted of
15 items. Cronbach’s α was 0.91 for individual-focused level of
transformational leadership (M � 3.02, SD � 0.95) and
Cronbach’s α was 0.91 for group-focused level of
transformational leadership (M � 3.13, SD � 0.96).

Received social support from team colleagues. At T2, the well-
established instrument “Berlin Social Support Scales (BSSS)”
(Schulz and Schwarzer, 2003) was used. The original scale was
slightly reformulated to better fit the school setting and to take
into account school team colleagues as providers of social
support. The original scale consists of 13 items. The three
negatively worded items were excluded because they did not
load on the intended factor but constituted a separate factor—a
phenomenon that appears to be rather common for negatively
worded items (Barnette, 2000). Furthermore, one item was
excluded because content validity was not given, as it did not
describe an action of support. The adapted scale consisted of nine
items. A sample item was “My colleagues assured me that I can
rely completely on them.” The response scale ranged from 1 (not
true) to 6 (absolutely true). Cronbach’s α was 0.93 (M � 4.69,
SD � 1.07).

Satisfaction of the need for relatedness. Satisfaction of the need
for relatedness of teachers at work was assessed with the subscale
“satisfaction of the need for relatedness” from the German
version of the Work-related Basic Need Satisfaction scale (Van
den Broeck et al., 2010) at T1 and T3. The scale consisted of six
items. A sample item was “At work, I feel part of a group.” The
response scale ranged from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (absolutely
true). Cronbach’s α was 0.82 at T1 (M � 3.97, SD � 0.76) and 0.84
at T3 (M � 3.94, SD � 0.79).

Data Analyses
The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS 26 andMplus 8 (Muthén
and Muthen, 2017). To analyze the different models, we used the
robust maximum likelihood estimation (MLR), which is robust
against violations of normality assumptions (Marsh et al., 2018).
Full informational maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) was
used to handle missing data (Graham and Coffman, 2012).

As shown above (see measures section), three out of four scales
contain a relatively large number of items, which leads to a very
large number of model parameters to be estimated when
modeling the overall model. In order to reduce the number of
the model parameters to be estimated, we used the item parceling

method (Little et al., 2002) to build the indicators for the latent
constructs used in our analyses. For each scale three parcels were
built using the balancing approach (Little et al., 2002; Little,
2013).

To identify the model and to determine the metric of the latent
variable, “factor coding” was used (Little, 2013). Accordingly, we
fixed the means of the latent constructs to zero, and the variances
of the constructs to one.

Model fit was assessed using the comparative fit index (CFI),
the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) and the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR). A model fit can be seen as good if CFI and TLI
≥0.95 and RMSEA and SRMR ≤0.05 (Little, 2013; Brown, 2015).

The postulated indirect effect was estimated by means of bias-
corrected bootstrap method (MacKinnon et al., 2004). As
recommended, we used a large number of bootstrap resamples
(10,000) (Geiser, 2012).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses: Measurement
Invariance Over Time (Satisfaction of the
Need for Relatedness)
As satisfaction of the need for relatedness was measured twice (T1
and T3), we tested longitudinal measurement invariance of this
construct. We tested configural invariance (factor loadings and
intercepts of indicators are freely estimated across two waves),
metric invariance (factor loadings of corresponding indicators are
identical across two waves) and scalar invariance (factor loadings
and intercepts of corresponding indicators are identical across
two waves) (Little, 2013). Thus, comparisons across this series of
increasingly restricted models starting from an unrestricted
model (i.e., configural invariance) provided information on the
level of invariance that could be achieved.

As recommended, we did not use the Chi2 difference test to
evaluate measurement invariance because it is overly sensitive to
sample size (Marsh et al., 1988; Meade et al., 2008). Instead, we
followed the guidance of Cheung and Rensvold (2002) who
recommend a change of >−0.010 in CFI as an indication of
non-invariance provided an adequate sample size is obtained.

The fit of the configural, metric, and scalar invariance models
was good to excellent. The loss of fit in the metric and scalar
invariance models in terms of ΔCFI was below the recommended
cutoff value (Table 1). As such, it can be concluded that the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness scale showed longitudinal
scalar invariance.

Preliminary Analyses: Correlations Between
Latent Variables and Measurement Model
of Transformational Leadership
Table 2 shows the Pearson’s correlations between all latent
variables of the model. All variables were significantly
correlated and consistent with theory. According to Cohen
(1988) there were strong correlations between individual- and
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group-focused transformational leadership (r � 0.838), between
satisfaction of the need for relatedness at T1 and T3 (r � 0.815),
and between received social support at T2 and satisfaction of the
need for relatedness at T1 (r � 0.566) and T3 (r � 0.600),
respectively.

Main Analyses
We included individual- and group-focused transformational
leadership at T1, received social support from team colleagues
at T2, and satisfaction of the need for relatedness at T1 and T3 in
our longitudinal structural equation model to test the
hypothesized paths between individual- and group-focused
transformational leadership and satisfaction of the need for
relatedness. As satisfaction of the need for relatedness at T1
was included in the model in order to control for prior need

satisfaction, the effects of all other predictor variables are allowed
to be interpreted as effects on satisfaction of the need for
relatedness at T3 (i.e., change in satisfaction of the need for
relatedness) (Trautwein, 2007, Study 2).

Figure 2 shows the structural equation model with all tested
direct effects (standardized coefficients, β). When interpreting
standardized regression coefficients, Keith (2015) recommends
to categorize β < 0.10 as being small, β > 0.10 and β < 0.25 as being
moderate, and β > 0.25 as being large. The fit of the model was good:
χ2� 184.756, df� 77, p< 0.001, Cfit� 1.000, CFI� 0.991, TLI� 0.988,
RMSEA (90% CI) � 0.034 (0.028, 0.040), SRMR � 0.020.

As hypothesized in Hypothesis 1, there was a moderate
significant direct positive effect from individual-focused
transformational leadership on change in the satisfaction of
the need for relatedness of teachers (β � 0.13, p < 0.01).
Moreover, as predicted, the indirect effect on change in the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness of teachers mediated by
received social support from team colleagues was not significant,
β � −0.003, p � 0.81 [95% CI (−0.025, 0.019)].

Confirming our Hypothesis 2, there was a small significant
indirect effect from group-focused transformational leadership
on change in teachers’ satisfaction of the need for relatedness
mediated by received social support from colleagues β � 0.03, p <
0.05 [95% CI (0.008, 0.054)]. The indirect effect was explained by
a moderate positive effect from group-focused transformational
leadership on received social support from team colleagues (β �
0.14, p < 0.05), which in turn was moderately positively related to
change in teachers’ satisfaction of the need for relatedness (β �
0.20, p < 0.001).

Furthermore, satisfaction of the need for relatedness (T1) was a
powerful predictor for received social support from team colleagues
(T2) (β � 0.54, p < 0.001). The strong effect between T1 and T3
satisfaction of the need for relatedness (β � 0.68, p< 0.001) indicates
that satisfaction of the need for relatedness is stable over time. Even

TABLE 1 | Tests of longitudinal measurement invariance of satisfaction of the need for relatedness.

Models χ2 df p CFI TLI RMSEA
(90%
CI)

CFit SRMR ΔCFI

Configural invariance 3.437 5 0.633 1.000 1.002 0.000 (0.000–0.033) 0.997 0.008 —

Metric invariance 9.163 7 0.241 0.999 0.998 0.016 (0.000–0.041) 0.991 0.024 −0.001
Scalar invariance 12.485 9 0.187 0.999 0.998 0.018 (0.000–0.040) 0.996 0.028 −0.001

Note. N � 1,206; MLR, maximum likelihood estimation; f, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index, TLI; Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA (90% CI), Root mean square error of
approximation, and 90% confidence interval; CFit, test of close fit (likelihood that population RMSEA <0.05). SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; ΔCFI, comparative fit index.

TABLE 2 | Pearson correlations of all latent variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1) Individual-focused TFL T1 — — — — —

2) Group-focused TFL T1 0.838*** — — — —

3) Received social support T2 0.262*** 0.259*** — — —

4) Satisfaction of the need for relatedness T1 0.299*** 0.246*** 0.566*** — —

5) Satisfaction of the need for relatedness T3 0.315*** 0.242*** 0.600*** 0.815*** —

Note. N � 1,215. Full informationmaximum likelihood (FIML) was chosen in dealing withmissing data. MLR,maximum likelihood estimation; TFL, transformational leadership; T1, beginning
of the school year; T2, middle of the school year; T3, end of the school year. ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2 | Structural equation model with standardized estimated
values of the relationship between individual- and group-focused
trasformational leadership, received social support, and satisfaction of the
need for relatedness with standardized regression coefficients. All
coefficients are standardized, and their corresponding standard errors are in
parentheses. Nonsignificant paths are shown as dashed lines; N � 1215.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.01.
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though these effects are large, transformational leadership (T1) and
received social support from team colleagues (T2) still contributed
moderately to the change in the need satisfaction of teachers in the
hypothesized way.

DISCUSSION

Previous research has shown that teaching is a challenging
profession involving a broad range of job demands (e.g.,
Brägger, 2019; Keller-Schneider et al., 2018; Lee and Nie, 2014;
Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2018). The motivation, well-being, and
health of teachers are essential preconditions to meeting these
demands (Nieskens, 2006; Sieland, 2006). To stay healthy and
motivated, basic psychological need satisfaction is essential (e.g.,
Ryan and Deci, 2000). Prior studies outside the educational
setting found that transformational leadership is positively
associated with psychological need satisfaction (Hetland et al.,
2011; Kovjanic et al., 2013). Transformational leadership is also
considered as an ideal leadership style in the school setting
(Hallinger, 2003; Berkovich, 2018), but most studies did not
distinguish between individual and team effects of this
leadership behavior. In the present study, we focused on social
processes and addressed the question of whether individual-
focused and group-focused transformational leadership
behavior contributes differently to the satisfaction of the need
for relatedness of teachers. We argued that individual-focused
transformational leadership is directly related to the satisfaction
of the need for relatedness of teachers, whereas the association
between group-focused transformational leadership and
satisfaction of the need for relatedness is mediated by received
social support from team colleagues. Applying longitudinal
structural equation modeling, the results supported our
hypotheses.

Taken together, the current findings provide several insights
into the role of the transformational leadership behavior of school
principals and received social support for the need satisfaction of
teachers. Our results support first findings within educational
settings showing that transformational leadership can be
differentiated into individual- and group-focused leadership
behaviors (Windlinger et al., 2019). The current results
indicate that this distinction is important for the psychological
need satisfaction of teachers. Consistent with the dual-focused
transformational leadership model, we were able to show two
different mechanisms. 1) Individual-focused transformational
leadership behavior (i.e., personal recognition, follower
development) is directly related to the satisfaction of the need
for relatedness of teachers. In other words, the greater an interest
the school principal takes with a teacher as an individual (by
empowering individual teachers to develop their full potential,
enhance their abilities and skills, acts as a coach or a mentor, or
shows personal recognition), the more likely the teacher is to
experience satisfaction of their need for relatedness. One reason
for the direct effect of individual-focused transformational
leadership on the satisfaction of the need for relatedness of
teachers might be that teachers experience individual
leadership behavior as social support from the school

principal. Future studies need to investigate the extent to
which the two constructs differ or whether they probably
measure the same aspect of the leadership-follower interaction.
2) Group-focused transformational leadership, in turn, is
indirectly related to the satisfaction of the need for relatedness
of teachers and mediated by received social support from team
colleagues. In other words, the more a school principal
communicates a clear group vision (such as emphasizing
group identity and promoting teambuilding), the more likely a
supportive working climate will develop that is positively related
to satisfying teachers’ need for relatedness.

To the best of our knowledge, recent research applying the
dual-focused model of transformational leadership (e.g., Klaic
et al., 2018;Wang and Howell, 2012;Windlinger et al., 2019) have
focused on individual- and group-focused outcomes that are
independent. Extending these findings, we were able to show
that individual- and group-focused outcomes are in fact related to
one another (i.e., the group-focused outcome of received social
support predicted the individual-focused outcome of satisfaction
of the need for relatedness). These finding supports the
assumption that transformational leadership is often coming
from the principal as well as from the team (Leithwood and
Jantzi, 2000). Transformational leadership, thus, makes use of
several sources of leadership (Hallinger, 2003).

Future studies should investigate the associations of other
group-focused effects (e.g., group identification, team fit, or team
performance) with individual need satisfaction, or even with
other individual-focused effects (e.g., well-being, satisfaction of
the need for autonomy, or self-efficacy).

Moreover, the present findings give further insights in the
antecedents of received social support from team colleagues. First,
as discussed above, group-focused but not individual-focused
transformational leadership is an antecedent of received social
support. Second, the effect from satisfaction of the need for
relatedness (T1) to receive social support (T2) indicates that
the more a need for relatedness of teachers at T1 is satisfied, the
more social support she/he receives from the team colleagues at
T2. One reason could be that the satisfaction of the need for
relatedness makes a person more sociable in a team, which, in
turn, leads to team members providing more social support to
these individuals. In line with this argumentation, research has
shown that social relatedness is experienced, if certain group
characteristics are fulfilled (e.g., Ryan and Deci, 2020). These
characteristics, in turn, also favor social support. Future studies
are needed to examine systematically whether the satisfaction of
the need for relatedness is not only a consequence but also an
antecedence of received social support. Taken together, our
findings demonstrate that the dual-focused model of
transformational leadership can also apply in the school
setting, i.e., the satisfaction of the need for relatedness can be
satisfied not only through the direct interaction between the
school principal and the individual teacher but also through
interactions of the school principal with the entire team. In
future studies, it would be interesting to include other
leadership styles. In addition, it would be important to focus
on antecedents of transformational leadership, such as personal
prerequisites of school principals such as motivations, self-
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efficacy beliefs, capacities, personality characteristics (Leithwood
and Jantzi, 2005), and self-awareness (Titrek and Celik, 2011), as
well as variations in the context in which school principals work
(Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005).

Strengths and Limitations
The main strengths of this study are its use of the dual-focused
model transformational leadership behavior, the longitudinal
design, and the large sample size. The dual-focused model
allowed us to differentiate the effects of individual- and group-
focused transformational leadership on individual need
satisfaction in the educational setting. By applying longitudinal
analyses, we were able to show effects of transformational
leadership behavior on changes in the need satisfaction of
teachers. Finding these changes in need satisfaction even for a
long-time period of approximately 9 months strengthens our
findings. Moreover, by covering almost the whole school year,
the present study gives valuable insight in the work and
leadership reality of teachers across the school year. Although
the longitudinal design also required study participants to fill out
three online surveys across one school year, which was time
consuming, the dropout rate was very low. This led to a large
sample size of over a thousand teachers and to the best of our
knowledge is one of the largest teacher samples in the German
speaking part of Switzerland.

Several limitations do, however, exist and should be kept in
mind when interpreting the findings of this study. Although we
used a longitudinal design to test the associations between
transformational leadership and need satisfaction, conclusions
about casual effects cannot be drawn. Future research should test
these associations by using an intervention study, in which,
randomly chosen groups of school principals would receive
transformational leadership training compared with a group
receiving no training. Further, our results are based solely on
self-report questionnaires from one source (i.e., teachers), which
may introduce common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
However, we decided to choose self-reports as we were interested
in the interpretation of individuals of the reality rather than in
objective measures of transformational leadership, social support,
and need satisfaction. Interpretations of individuals are most
likely to influence their internal motivational mechanisms (e.g.,
psychological need satisfaction). Moreover, “objective” indicators
may also have shortcomings, such as bias, halo, and stereotype
effects of observers (Kerlinger and Lee, 2000).

CONCLUSION

The present findings underline the importance of
transformational leadership behavior for the need satisfaction
of employees (Hetland et al., 2011; Kovjanic et al., 2013) and the
positive association between received social support and

psychological need satisfaction (e.g., Fernet et al., 2013; van
den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, 2010). By applying the dual-
focused model of transformational leadership, we highlight the
importance of both leadership behavior of principals and social
support of team members for the need satisfaction of teachers at
work. We were also able to examine a social process in leadership
research. We conclude that by actively considering the dual
dimensions of transformational leadership (i.e., individual- and
group-focused) school principals can both directly and indirectly
contribute to the need satisfaction of teachers. The indirect effect
is explained by received social support from team colleagues. In
short, individual consideration, as suggested by Bass and Riggio
(2006), is an effective but, by no means, the only leadership
strategy. We recommend that school principals focus their
leadership behavior on both the individual need satisfaction of
teachers and on team development. Team building strategies
should, therefore, promote a supportive working climate. Finally,
our results highlight that teachers can only benefit from social
support if they are willing to accept the support from their team
colleagues.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusion of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and
approved by the ethics committee of the Faculty of Arts and
Social Sciences of the University Zurich (Approval Number
17.6.9). The patients/participants provided their written
informed consent to participate in this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

SS, RK, JM, PR, US, JS, andMW conceptualized the study. SS, RK,
and JM conducted the data collection. SS and AB analyzed the
data. SS and RK wrote the first draft of the manuscript. All
authors edited the manuscript.

FUNDING

This research was supported by the Swiss National Science
Foundation (Grant 100019M_169788/1; Project “Why does
Transformational Leadership Influence Teacher’s Health?—
The Role of Received Social Support, Satisfaction of the Need
for Relatedness, and the Implicit Affiliation Motive”).

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6431968

Schoch et al. Dual Effects of Transformational Leadership

253

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


REFERENCES

Aldrup, K., Klusmann, U., and Lüdtke, O. (2017). Does Basic Need Satisfaction
Mediate the Link between Stress Exposure and Well-Being? A Diary Study
Among Beginning Teachers. Learn. Instruction 50, 21–30. doi:10.1016/
j.learninstruc.2016.11.005

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., and Sanz-Vergel, A. I. (2014). Burnout and Work
Engagement: The JD-R Approach. Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ. Behav. 1
(1), 389–411. doi:10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091235

Barnette, J. J. (2000). Effects of Stem and Likert Response Option Reversals on
Survey Internal Consistency: If You Feel the Need, There Is a Better Alternative
to Using Those Negatively Worded Stems. Educ. Psychol. Meas. 60 (3),
361–370. doi:10.1177/00131640021970592

Bass, B. M. (1990). From Transactional to Transformational Leadership: Learning
to Share the Vision.Organizational Dyn. 18, 19–31. doi:10.1016/0090-2616(90)
90061-s

Baumeister, R. F., and Leary, M. R. (1995). The Need to Belong: Desire for
Interpersonal Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation. Psychol.
Bull. 117 (3), 497–529. doi:10.1037//0033-2909.117.3.49710.1037/0033-
2909.117.3.497

Berkovich, I. (2018). Will it Sink or Will it Float. Educ. Management Adm.
Leadersh. 46 (6), 888–907. doi:10.1177/1741143217714253

Brägger, M. (2019). LCH Arbeitszeiterhebung 2019. Zürich: Lehrerinnen und
Lehrer Schweiz.

Broeck, A., Vansteenkiste, M., Witte, H., Soenens, B., and Lens, W. (2010).
Capturing Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness at Work: Construction
and Initial Validation of the Work-Related Basic Need Satisfaction Scale.
J. Occup. Organizational Psychol. 83, 981–1002. doi:10.1348/
096317909X481382

Brown, T. A. (2015). Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Applied Research. 2nd ed.
New York: Guilford publications.

Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York: Harper & Row.
Butler, R. (2012). Striving to Connect: Extending an Achievement Goal Approach

to Teacher Motivation to Include Relational Goals for Teaching. J. Educ.
Psychol., 104(3), 726–742. doi:10.1037/a0028613

Cheung, G. W., and Rensvold, R. B. (2002). Evaluating Goodness-Of-Fit Indexes
for Testing Measurement Invariance. Struct. Equation Model. A
Multidisciplinary J. 9 (2), 233–255. doi:10.1207/S15328007SEM0902_5

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. Hillsdale:
Erlbaum.

Collie, R. J., Shapka, J. D., Perry, N. E., and Martin, A. J. (2016). Teachers’
Psychological Functioning in theWorkplace: Exploring the Roles of Contextual
Beliefs, Need Satisfaction, and Personal Characteristics. J. Educ. Psychol. 107
(4), 788–799. doi:10.1037/edu0000088.1

Deci, E. L., and Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in
Human Behavior. New York: Human Behavior Press.

Deci, E. L., and Ryan, R. M. (2000). The "What" and "Why" of Goal Pursuits:
Human Needs and the Self-Determination of Behavior. Psychol. Inq. 11 (4),
227–268. doi:10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01

Dong, Y., Bartol, K. M., Zhang, Z.-X., and Li, C. (2017). Enhancing Employee
Creativity via Individual Skill Development and Team Knowledge Sharing:
Influences of Dual-Focused Transformational Leadership. J. Organiz. Behav. 38
(3), 439–458. doi:10.1002/job.2134

Eckert, M., Ebert, D., and Sieland, B. (2013). “Wie gehen Lehrkräfte mit
Belastungen um? Belastungsregulation als Aufgabe und Ziel für Lehrkräfte
und Schüler,” in Belastung und Beanspruchung im Lehrerberuf. Editor
M. Rothland (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 191–211.
doi:10.1007/978-3-531-18990-1_11

Eyal, O., and Roth, G. (2011). Principals’ Leadership and Teachers’ Motivation.
J. Educ. Admin 49 (3), 256–275. doi:10.1108/09578231111129055

Federal Statistical Office (2018). Lehrkräfte nach Bildungsstufe 2016/17 (öffentliche
Schulen). Neuchatel: Federal statistical office. https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/
home/statistiken/kataloge-datenbanken/tabellen.assetdetail.5146144.html.

Fernet, C., Austin, S., Trépanier, S.-G., and Dussault, M. (2013). How Do Job
Characteristics Contribute to Burnout? Exploring the Distinct Mediating Roles
of Perceived Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness. Eur. J. Work
Organizational Psychol. 22 (2), 123–137. doi:10.1080/1359432X.2011.632161

Gagné, M., and Deci, E. L. (2005). Self-determination Theory and Work
Motivation. J. Organiz. Behav. 26, 331–362. doi:10.1002/job.322

Geijsel, F., Sleegers, P., Leithwood, K., and Jantzi, D. (2003). Transformational
Leadership Effects on Teachers’ Commitment and Effort toward School
Reform. J. Educ. Admin 41 (3), 228–256. doi:10.1108/09578230310474403

Geiser, C. (2012). Data Analysis with Mplus. New York: Guilford Publications.
Graham, J. W., and Coffman, D. L. (2012). “Structural Equation Modeling with

Missing Data,” in Handbook of Structural Equation Modeling. Editor
R. H. Hoyle (New York, NY, US: The Guilford Press), 277–295.

Hallinger, P. (2003). Leading Educational Change: Reflections on the Practice of
Instructional and Transformational Leadership. Cambridge J. Education 33 (3),
329–352. doi:10.1080/0305764032000122005

Haslam, S. A., and Van Dick, R. (2011). Social Psychology and Organizations.
(May), England,UK: Routledge. 325–352. doi:10.4324/9780203846957

Hetland, H., Hetland, J., Schou Andreassen, C., Pallesen, S., and Notelaers, G.
(2011). Leadership and Fulfillment of the Three Basic Psychological Needs at
Work. Career Dev. Int. 16 (5), 507–523. doi:10.1108/13620431111168903

Holzberger, D., Philipp, A., and Kunter, M. (2014). Predicting Teachers’
Instructional Behaviors: The Interplay between Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic
Needs. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 39 (2), 100–111. doi:10.1016/
j.cedpsych.2014.02.001

Jung, D. I., and Sosik, J. J. (2002). Transformational Leadership in Work Groups.
Small Group Res. 33 (3), 313–336. doi:10.1177/10496402033003002

Kark, R., and Shamir, B. (2013). “The Dual Effect of Transformational Leadership:
Priming Relational and Collective Selves and Further Effects on Followers,” in
Transformational and Charismatic Leadership: The Road Ahead: 10th
Anniversary Edition. Editors B. J. Avolio, and F. R. Yammarino (Bingley,
NY: Emerald), 67–91. doi:10.1108/s1479-357120130000005010

Keith, T. Z. (2015). Multiple Regression and beyond: An Introduction to Multiple
Regression and Structural Equation Modeling. 2nd ed. New York and London:
Routledge.

Keller-Schneider, M., Yeung, A. S., and Zhong, H. F. (2018). "Supporting Teachers’
Sense of Competence: Effects of Perceived Challenges and Coping Strategies",
Teachers and Teacher Education: Global Perspectives, Challenges and Prospects.
Editor L. A. Caudle (New York, NY: Nova Science Publishers), 269–289. https://
www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id�64352.

Kerlinger, F. N., and Lee, H. B. (2000). Foundations of Behavioural Research. 4th ed.
Fort Worth: Harcourt.

Klaic, A., Burtscher, M. J., and Jonas, K. (2018). Person-supervisor Fit, Needs-
Supplies Fit, and Team Fit as Mediators of the Relationship between Dual-
Focused Transformational Leadership andWell-Being in Scientific Teams. Eur.
J. Work Organizational Psychol. 27, 669–682. doi:10.1080/
1359432X.2018.1502174

Knoll, N., and Kienle, R. (2007). Self-report Questionnaires for the Assessment of
Social Support: An Overview. Z. Für Medizinische Psychol. 16, 57–71.

Kovjanic, S., Schuh, S. C., Jonas, K., Quaquebeke, N. V., and van Dick, R. (2012).
How Do Transformational Leaders foster Positive Employee Outcomes? A Self-
Determination-Based Analysis of Employees’ Needs as Mediating Links.
J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 1031–1052. doi:10.1002/job10.1002/job.1771

Kovjanic, S., Schuh, S. C., and Jonas, K. (2013). Transformational Leadership and
Performance: An Experimental Investigation of the Mediating Effects of Basic
Needs Satisfaction and Work Engagement. J. Occup. Organ. Psychol. 86,
543–555. doi:10.1111/joop.12022

Kozlowski, S. W. J., Watola, D. J., Nowakowski, J. M., Kim, B. H., and Botero, I. C.
(2009). “Developing Adaptive Teams: A Theory of Dynamic Team Leadership,”
in Team Effectiveness in Complex Organizations: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives
and Approaches. Editors E. Salas, G. F. Goodwin, and C. S. Burke (New York,
NY: Psychology Press), 113–155.

Lee, A. N., and Nie, Y. (2014). Understanding Teacher Empowerment: Teachers’
Perceptions of Principal’s and Immediate Supervisor’s Empowering
Behaviours, Psychological Empowerment and Work-Related Outcomes.
Teach. Teach. Education 41, 67–79. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2014.03.006

Leithwood, K., and Jantzi, D. (2005). A Review of Transformational School
Leadership Research 1996-2005. Leadersh. Pol. Schools 4 (3), 177–199.
doi:10.1080/15700760500244769

Leithwood, K., and Jantzi, D. (2000). Principal and Teacher Leadership Effects: A
Replication. Sch. Leadersh. Management 20 (4), 415–434. doi:10.1080/
713696963

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6431969

Schoch et al. Dual Effects of Transformational Leadership

254

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091235
https://doi.org/10.1177/00131640021970592
https://doi.org/10.1016/0090-2616(90)90061-s
https://doi.org/10.1016/0090-2616(90)90061-s
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.117.3.49710.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.117.3.49710.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143217714253
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317909X481382
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317909X481382
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028613
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15328007SEM0902_5
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000088.1
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2134
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-18990-1_11
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578231111129055
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/kataloge-datenbanken/tabellen.assetdetail.5146144.html
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/kataloge-datenbanken/tabellen.assetdetail.5146144.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2011.632161
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.322
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230310474403
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764032000122005
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GCEB_enIN978IN978&q=England&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLQz9U3MMqqMFzEyu6al56TmJcCALMnJfIWAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwj-saKRrPvzAhV9if0HHTucBTcQmxMoBHoECEYQBg
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GCEB_enIN978IN978&q=UK&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLQz9U3MC8uTl7EyhTqDQBuxFlpEQAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwj-saKRrPvzAhV9if0HHTucBTcQmxMoBXoECEYQBw
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203846957
https://doi.org/10.1108/13620431111168903
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2014.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2014.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/10496402033003002
https://doi.org/10.1108/s1479-357120130000005010
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=64352
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=64352
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=64352
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2018.1502174
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2018.1502174
https://doi.org/10.1002/job10.1002/job.1771
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2014.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700760500244769
https://doi.org/10.1080/713696963
https://doi.org/10.1080/713696963
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Leithwood, K., Jantzi, D., and Steinbach, R. (1998). Leadership and Other
Conditions Which foster Organizational Learning in Schools. Organizational
Learn. Schools 34 (2), 67–90. doi:10.1177/0013161x98034002005

Leithwood, K., and Sun, J. (2012). The Nature and Effects of Transformational School
Leadership. Educ. Adm. Q. 48 (3), 387–423. doi:10.1177/0013161X11436268

Leow, K., Lynch, M. F., and Lee, J. (2019). Social Support, Basic Psychological
Needs, and Social Well-Being Among Older Cancer Survivors. Int. J. Aging
Hum. Dev. 92 (1), 100–114. doi:10.1177/0091415019887688

Little, T. D., Cunningham, W. A., Shahar, G., and Widaman, K. F. (2002). To Parcel or
Not to Parcel: Exploring the Question, Weighing the Merits. Struct. Equation Model.
A Multidisciplinary J. 9 (2), 151–173. doi:10.1207/S15328007SEM0902_1

Little, T. D. (2013). Longitudinal Structural Equation Modeling. New York, NY:
Guilford Press.

Lyons, J. B., and Schneider, T. R. (2009). The Effects of Leadership Style on Stress
Outcomes. Leadersh. Q. 20 (5), 737–748. doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2009.06.010

MacKinnon, D. P., Lockwood, C. M., and Williams, J. (2004). Confidence Limits
for the Indirect Effect: Distribution of the Product and Resampling Methods.
Multivariate Behav. Res. 39 (1), 99–128. doi:10.1207/s15327906mbr3901_4

Marsh, H. W., Pekrun, R., Murayama, K., Arens, A. K., Parker, P. D., Guo, J., et al.
(2018). An Integrated Model of Academic Self-Concept Development:
Academic Self-Concept, Grades, Test Scores, and Tracking over 6 Years.
Dev. Psychol., 54, 263–280. doi:10.1037/dev0000393

Marsh, H. W., Balla, J. R., and McDonald, R. P. (1988). Goodness-of-fit Indexes in
Confirmatory Factor Analysis: The Effect of Sample Size. Psychol. Bull. 103 (3),
391–410. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.391

Meade, A. W., Johnson, E. C., and Braddy, P. W. (2008). Power and Sensitivity of
Alternative Fit Indices in Tests of Measurement Invariance. J. Appl. Psychol. 93
(3), 568–592. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.93.3.568

Moè, A., and Katz, I. (2020). Emotion Regulation and Need Satisfaction Shape a
Motivating Teaching Style. Teach. Teach., 1–18. doi:10.1080/13540602.2020.1777960

Muthén, L. K., and Muthen, B. (2017). Mplus User’s Guide. 8th ed. Los Angeles:
Muthén & Muthén.

Nieskens, B. (2006). “Ergebnisse der Gesundheitsforschung für Lehrkräfte und Schulen,”
in Lehrergesundheit - Baustein einer guten gesunden Schule. Editors L. Schumacher,
B. Sieland, B. Nieskens, and H. Brauer (Hamburg: DAK Schriftenreihe), 19–50.

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J. Y., and Podsakoff, N. P. (2003). Common
Method Biases in Behavioral Research: a Critical Review of the Literature and
Recommended Remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 88 (5), 879–903. doi:10.1037/0021-
9010.88.5.879

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Paine, J. B., and Bachrach, D. G. (2000).
Organizational Citizenship Behaviors: A Critical Review of the Theoretical and
Empirical Literature and Suggestions for Future Research. J. Management 26
(3), 513–563. doi:10.1177/014920630002600307

Rothland, M. (2013). “Beruf: Lehrer/Lehrerin - Arbeitsplatz: Schule Charakteristika
der Arbeitstätigkeit und Bedingungen der Berufssituation,” in Belastung und
Beanspruchung im Lehrerberuf. Editor M. Rothland (Wiesbaden: Springer
Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 21–39. doi:10.1007/978-3-531-18990-1_2

Rothmann, S., and Fouché, E. (2018). “School Principal Support, and Teachers’
Work Engagement and Intention to Leave: The Role of Psychological Need
Satisfaction,” in Psychology of Retention: Theory, Research and Practice. Editors
M. Coetzee, I. L. Potgieter, and N. Ferreira (Cham: Springer Nature
Switzerland), 137–156. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-98920-4_7

Ryan, R. M., and Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination Theory and the Facilitation
of Intrinsic Motivation, Social Development, and Well-Being. Am. Psychol. 55
(1), 68–78. Retrieved from: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11392867.
doi:10.1037//0003-066x.55.1.68

Ryan, R. M., and Deci, E. L. (2020). Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation from a Self-
Determination Theory Perspective: Definitions, Theory, Practices, and Future
Directions. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 61 (April), 101860. doi:10.1016/
j.cedpsych.2020.101860

Sarason, B. R., Shearin, E. N., Pierce, G. R., and Sarason, I. G. (1987). Interrelations
of Social Support Measures: Theoretical and Practical Implications. J. Personal.
Soc. Psychol. 52 (4), 813–832. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.52.4.813

Schaarschmidt, U., and Fischer, A. W. (2001). Bewältigungsmuster im Beruf:
Persönlichkeitsunterschiede in der Auseinandersetzung mit der
Arbeitsbelastung. Goettingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht.

Schratz, M., Wiesner, C., Kemethofer, D., George, A. C., Rauscher, E., Krenn, S.,
et al. (2016). Schulleitung im Wandel: Anforderungen an eine

ergebnisorientierte Führungskultur. In Nationaler Bildungsbericht Österreich
2015. 2. Fokussierte Analysen bildungspolitischer Schwerpunktthemen. Editors
M. Brunoforth, F. Eder, K. Krainer, C. Schreiner, A. Seel, and C. Seel. (Graz:
Leykam), pp. 221–262. doi:10.17888/nbb2015-2-6

Schulz, U., and Schwarzer, R. (2003). Soziale Unterstützung bei der
Krankheitsbewältigung: Die Berliner Social Support Skalen (BSSS).
Diagnostica 49 (2), 73–82. doi:10.1026//0012-1924.49.2.73

Schwarzer, R., Knoll, N., and Rieckmann, N. (2010). “Social Support,” in Health
Psychology. Editors J. W. Kaptein and J. Weinmann. 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Blackwell), 283–293.

Sieland, B. (2006). “Veränderungspotenziale und Veränderungshindernisse am
Beispiel der Gesundheitsförderung im Schulkollegium,” in Lehrergesundheit -
Baustein einer guten gesunden Schule. Editors L. Schumacher, B. Sieland,
B. Nieskens, and H. Brauer (Hamburg: DAK Schriftenreihe), 75–110.

Skaalvik, E. M., and Skaalvik, S. (2018). Job Demands and Job Resources as
Predictors of Teacher Motivation and Well-Being. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 21 (5),
1251–1275. doi:10.1007/s11218-018-9464-8

Stenling, A., and Tafvelin, S. (2014). Transformational Leadership and Well-Being
in Sports: TheMediating Role of Need Satisfaction. J. Appl. Sport Psychol. 26 (2),
182–196. doi:10.1080/10413200.2013.819392

Taşçı, G., and Titrek, O. (2019). Evaluation of Lifelong Learning Centers in Higher
Education: A Sustainable Leadership Perspective. Sustainability 12 (22), 22.
doi:10.3390/su12010022

Titrek, O., and Celik, Ö. (2011). Relations between Self-Awareness and Transformational
Leadership Skills of School Managers. New Educ. Rev. 23 (1), 175–188.

Trautwein, U. (2007). The Homework-Achievement Relation Reconsidered:
Differentiating Homework Time, Homework Frequency, and Homework
Effort. Learn. Instruction 17 (3), 372–388. doi:10.1016/j.learninstruc.2007.02.009

Uchino, B. N. (2009). Understanding the Links between Social Support and
Physical Health: A Life-Span Perspective with Emphasis on the Separability
of Perceived and Received Support. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 4 (3), 236–255.
doi:10.1111/j.1745-6924.2009.01122.x

Wang, X.-H., Howell, J. M., and Howell, J. M. (2012). A Multilevel Study of
Transformational Leadership, Identification, and Follower Outcomes.
Leadersh. Q. 23 (5), 775–790. doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2012.02.001

Wang, X. H., Howell, J. M., and Howell, J. M. (2010). Exploring the Dual-Level
Effects of Transformational Leadership on Followers. J. Appl. Psychol. 95 (6),
1134–1144. doi:10.1037/a0020754

Windlinger, R., Warwas, J., and Hostettler, U. (2019). Dual Effects of
Transformational Leadership on Teacher Efficacy in Close and Distant
Leadership Situations. Sch. Leadersh. Management 40 (0), 64–87.
doi:10.1080/13632434.2019.1585339

Yammarino, F. J., and Bass, B. M. (1990). Transformational Leadership and
Multiple Levels of Analysis. Hum. Relations 43 (10), 975–995. doi:10.1177/
001872679004301003

Yu, H., Leithwood, K., and Jantzi, D. (2002). The Effects of Transformational
Leadership on Teachers’ Commitment to Change in Hong Kong. J. Educ.
Admin 40 (4), 368–389. doi:10.1108/09578230210433436

Zaccaro, S. J., Rittman, A. L., and Marks, M. A. (2001). Team Leadership. Leadersh.
Q. 12 (4), 451–483. doi:10.1016/S1048-9843(01)00093-5

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors, and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Schoch, Keller, Buff, Maas, Rackow, Scholz, Schüler and Wegner.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is
permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited
and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not
comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 64319610

Schoch et al. Dual Effects of Transformational Leadership

255

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161x98034002005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X11436268
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091415019887688
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15328007SEM0902_1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2009.06.010
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327906mbr3901_4
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000393
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.391
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.3.568
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2020.1777960
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920630002600307
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-18990-1_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-98920-4_7
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11392867
https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066x.55.1.68
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101860
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101860
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.4.813
https://doi.org/10.17888/nbb2015-2-6
https://doi.org/10.1026//0012-1924.49.2.73
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-018-9464-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2013.819392
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12010022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2007.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6924.2009.01122.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2012.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020754
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2019.1585339
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872679004301003
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872679004301003
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230210433436
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1048-9843(01)00093-5
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


SYSTEMATIC REVIEW
published: 25 April 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.611348

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 611348

Edited by:

Osman Titrek,

Sakarya University, Turkey

Reviewed by:

Ajay K. Jain,

Management Development

Institute, India

Catherine S. Daus,

Southern Illinois University

Edwardsville, United States

*Correspondence:
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Emotional intelligence is an emerging field since the 1990s due to its important

outcomes for employees. This study is a psychometric meta-analysis examining the

links between emotional intelligence and organizational commitment, organizational

citizenship behavior, job satisfaction, job performance, and job stress of employees. In

this meta-analysis, carefully selected studies on emotional intelligence since the origin of

the concept in 1990 were included along with studies examining its outcomes. For this

analysis, three streams of emotional intelligence, consistent with previous meta-analyses,

were considered: ability, self-report, and mixed emotional intelligence. This meta-analysis

is an attempt to add to the literature by analyzing the relationships between emotional

intelligence and selected employee outcomes over a period of time beginning in 1990.

The three streams of emotional intelligence were separately analyzed to examine their

relationship with employee outcomes. These outcomes were included in the study based

on select research studies. Our study results showed that emotional intelligence and

its three streams were positively related to organizational commitment, organizational

citizenship behavior, job satisfaction, and job performance and negatively related to

job stress.

Keywords: emotional intelligence (EI), organizational commitment, organizational citizen behavior (OCB), job

satisfaction, job performance, job stress, meta-analysis

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, the study of emotional intelligence has gained importance in disciplines such
as psychology (Salovey et al., 2009), management (Prentice et al., 2020), organizational behavior
(Minbashian et al., 2018), leadership (Goleman et al., 2013), education (Titrek, 2009), and
marketing (Kidwell et al., 2011). This is due to the increasing value of emotional intelligence in
employees. It is argued that a business that effectively manages emotions within its organization
results in better performance and higher rates of return than companies that ignore emotions
(Parmar, 2016). Emotions can be effectively managed in an organization by understanding
employees (Pick et al., 2015), cultivating empathy (Petrovici and Dobrescu, 2014), giving them a
chance to understand each other and creating a unique organizational emotional climate (Härtel
et al., 2008). All these abilities, in addition to the capacity of the employees to monitor their own
and others’ emotions, were defined as emotional intelligence by Salovey and Mayer (1990). They
viewed emotional intelligence as a subgroup of social intelligence, and following their continued
research, they revised it and propounded the four-branch model of emotional intelligence, which
included perception and expression of emotion, assimilating emotion in thought, understanding and
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analyzing emotion, reflective regulation of emotion (Mayer and
Salovey, 1997). In their studies, they projected emotional
intelligence as an ability, and recent research has added weight
to the ability and the integrative model approaches in this field
(Mayer et al., 2008).

In this study, the primary goal is to update the prior meta-
analyses on the relationships between emotional intelligence
in organizations and employee outcomes. Scholars have
already linked particular employee outcomes with emotional
intelligence. These include performance (Gong et al., 2019),
job satisfaction (Feyerabend et al., 2018), organizational
commitment (Baba, 2017), burnout (Hong and Lee, 2016),
stress (Sarrionandia et al., 2018), leadership (Mullen et al.,
2019), motivation, organizational justice, and counterproductive
work behavior (Tziner et al., 2020). In this research, we
have attempted to articulate the consequences of emotional
intelligence in organizations by conducting a meta-analysis.
Various useful meta-analyses on emotional intelligence already
exist. For example, Joseph and Newman (2010) conducted
an integrative meta-analysis linking emotion perception,
understanding, and regulation with performance. Harms and
Credé (2010) found a positive correlation between emotional
intelligence and transformational and transactional leadership.
O’Boyle et al. (2011) added to the literature through their
three-stream approach for emotional intelligence and the
relationship between the approach with job performance.
Miao et al. (2017a) also used the three-stream approach to
explore the connections between emotional intelligence and
job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover
intentions. Building on previous theoretical and methodological
contributions of various scholars, in this study, it was decided
to explore the relationships between emotional intelligence
and certain employee outcomes using a meta-analysis covering
a period of 30 years. The employee outcomes that were
selected for this analysis are organizational commitment,
organizational citizenship behavior, job performance, job
satisfaction, and job stress. These employee outcomes were
selected for two reasons. First, according to the literature
survey, they are the most correlated employee outcomes
with emotional intelligence. Second, the three streams of
emotional intelligence and the selected employee outcomes form
part of future research suggestions in studies undertaken by
Ashkanasy and Daus (2005), Joseph and Newman (2010), and
Mattingly and Kraiger (2019).

This study also aims to add to the existing literature on
emotional intelligence. First, this study includes a vast array of
studies on emotional intelligence since the origin of this concept
in 1990. Second, this study explores the relationship between
emotional intelligence and a wide range of selected employee
outcomes, namely, organizational commitment, organizational
citizenship behavior, job performance, job satisfaction and
job stress. These employee outcomes were carefully selected
through a literature review. Third, this study adopts the three-
stream classification of emotional intelligence as highlighted
by Ashkanasy and Daus (2005). This study has the following
structure – a detailed theoretical review followed by the
hypothesis, the research methodology, the overall analysis, and

finally, the results of the study. A comprehensive discussion on
the results will be presented at the end of the study.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Emotional Intelligence
Salovey and Mayer (1990) were the first to assess emotional
intelligence (EI) as an ability of an individual to effectively
manage their own and others’ emotions. According to Van Rooy
and Viswesvaran (2004), it included all verbal and non-verbal
abilities to understand and evaluate emotions. Additionally, there
are previous studies that debate whether emotional intelligence is
a trait or an ability. Some scholars argue that EI is a competence
(e.g., Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Austin, 2010), and some others
refer to it as a trait (e.g., Bar-On, 1997; Petrides and Furnham,
2000; Petrides et al., 2007).

Based on the different approaches for emotional intelligence,
different measures have been adopted to assess them. For
instance, Harms and Credé (2010) and O’Boyle et al. (2011),
in their studies, discussed the Bar-On Emotional Quotient
Inventory (EQ-i) (1997) and the Emotional and Social
Competency Inventory (Boyatzis et al., 2011) for measuring
emotional intelligence as a trait. Mayer and Salovey (1997)
developed and transformed EI into a four-branch model. In
2002, the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test
(MSCEIT) was developed (Mayer et al., 2002) and, after a year,
the 141-item scale MSCEIT V2.0 was developed (Mayer et al.,
2003).

Throughout this study, the three-streams approach of
emotional intelligence is used. According to Ashkanasy and Daus
(2005), the first stream is ability-based, the second is self-report,
and the third is mixed-model. The purpose of the study is to
include as many studies as possible using the three different
streams and to measure emotional intelligence.

Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment as a concept has been very popular
among organizational behavior scholars since the 1970s. It has
been associated with many important employee attitudes and
behaviors like employee turnover (Marsh and Mannari, 1977;
Kang et al., 2015), job satisfaction (Bartol, 1979; Culibrk et al.,
2018), absenteeism (Cohen and Golan, 2007), job performance
(Supriyanto, 2013), role stress (Han et al., 2015), and knowledge
sharing (Curado and Vieira, 2019).

Organizational commitment is indicative of the employee’s
recognition and acceptance of organizational circumstances
(Steers, 1977). The essential characteristics of organizational
commitment include approval of organizational rules, approval
of objectives and values, and behaving in favor of the
organization (Porter et al., 1974). Given the multidimensional
structure of organizational commitment, Meyer and Allen (1991)
classified the concept into affective, normative, and continuance
commitment. Affective commitment is defined as the sentimental
attachment employees have for their organization, and normative
commitment is built on the moral obligation they feel to stay
back in an organization. Continuance commitment is when the
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employee prefers to remain in the organization for fear of facing a
negative outcome associated with leaving the organization (Allen
and Meyer, 1990).

Employees with higher emotional intelligence are believed to
direct their own emotions, and therefore, they might be more
committed to their organizations. These kinds of employees are
more resistant to emotional surges. For this reason, their intent to
leave their organizations is lower when compared to employees
with a lower level of emotional intelligence (Lee andWoo, 2015).
Another reason is that emotionally intelligent employees are
more successful in building strong social relationships in the
workplace (Schutte et al., 2001). Managers, who are recognized
as the agents of the organization, provide social support that
increases the level of organizational commitment (Panaccio
and Vandenberghe, 2009). As evidenced from the literature
by Miao et al. (2017a), and Baba (2017), there is a positive
correlation between EI and organizational commitment, which
is our first hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): EI has a positive relationship with
organizational commitment of employees.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior
Organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) of employees are
generally related to the social and psychological aspects within
organizations (Organ, 1997). These behaviors mostly go beyond
the formal job description in the workplace. Among these
behaviors are accepting extra responsibilities and duties, working
longer hours, accepting and obeying organizational rules and
procedures, and helping colleagues when they need (Organ et al.,
2006). These types of activities are usually not listed in the formal
reward system of an organization (Organ and Lingl, 1995).

Organ (1988) classified organizational citizenship behavior
into altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship, courtesy, and
civic virtue and used each classification to define a particular
behavior exerted by the employee in an organization. For
example, it is altruism when employees tend to help colleagues
when they need anything. Conscientiousness is related to obeying
organizational rules like working hours, for instance. When
employees employ constructive approaches to issues in the
organization and refrain from complaining of any inconvenience,
it is sportsmanship. It is courtesy when employees stop from
abusing the rights of others in the organization. Lastly, civic virtue
refers to activities that are undertaken to serve the interests of the
organization, such as being a member of various committees.

Emotional intelligence is understood to reinforce the
organizational citizenship behaviors of employees in an
organization. This may be deducted from the results of studies
that have found that employees who are good at managing their
emotions are more eager to demonstrate positive behaviors
in their organizations (e.g., Miao et al., 2017c; Kim and Park,
2020). Additionally, employees with high emotional intelligence
tend to volunteer helping others in the workplace. Previous
studies demonstrate the positive link between EI and OCB (e.g.,
Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 2012; Pradhan et al., 2016; Miao
et al., 2018), which is the second hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): A positive relationship exists between EI and
organizational citizenship behavior.

Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction has emerged as a very popular behavioral
outcome among scholars who have been trying to locate
behavioral outcomes since the beginning of 1930s (e.g., Hoppock,
1935). Job satisfaction is an attitude that signals “a positive
or negative evaluative judgment toward an employee’s job.”
(Weiss, 2002). Ever since the introduction of the concept of
job satisfaction in this field, its various impacts on employees
have been examined. Among them are job performance (Li
et al., 2018), turnover intentions (Lu et al., 2016), job burnout
(Zhang and Feng, 2011), organizational commitment (Valaei and
Rezaei, 2016), and organizational citizenship behavior (Singh
and Singh, 2019). According to these studies, there are positive
links between job performance, organizational commitment and
organizational citizenship behavior, and job satisfaction. On
the contrary, job satisfaction has negative effects on turnover
intentions and burnout since it is an important element that
steers an individual’s happiness and enthusiasm to perform in the
workplace (Piccolo et al., 2005).

Emotional intelligence is a vital input for employees feeling
job satisfaction. For example, Anari (2012), in his study on high-
school teachers, established positive links between emotional
intelligence and job satisfaction. Similarly, Brunetto et al. (2012)
found that EI was the main indicator for predicting job
satisfaction in a study among 193 police officers in Australia.
Furthermore, in their meta-analysis, Miao et al. (2017b) revealed
that job satisfaction was positively affected by emotional
intelligence regardless of gender, age, or tenure, which is the basis
of our third hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): EI has a positive link with job satisfaction.

Job Performance
Job performance, in general, can be defined as the employee’s
activities and behaviors that directly or indirectly contribute
to the organizational goals (Borman and Motowidlo, 1993).
From this perspective, the level of job performance is a valuable
indicator for many human resource management decisions (e.g.,
training and development, compensation, and promotion).

Most studies categorize job performance as a task or a
contextual performance (e.g., Borman and Motowidlo, 1997;
Van Scotter, 2000). Task performance includes the degree to
which employees meet the standards of core and technical
tasks and duties. Alternatively, contextual performance measures
the degree of employees’ behaviors that promote the social
and psychological environment in the organization, such as
helping others, taking extra responsibilities in the workplace, and
obeying organizational rules and procedures (Motowidlo and
Van Scotter, 1994). There are many studies that substantively
establish that emotional intelligence is a meaningful precursor
for performance. For example, Farh et al. (2012) found in their
study on 212 professionals from different organizations that
overall emotional intelligence led to more effective teamwork
and higher job performance. Similarly, Li et al. (2018) found
a positive correlation between trait emotional intelligence and
performance among 881 teachers and 37 principals from
primary schools in China. Also, O’Boyle et al. (2011) found
positive correlations between all the three streams of emotional
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intelligence and job performance in their meta-analysis, which is
our fourth hypothesis.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): EI is positively related to job performance.

Job Stress
Job stress is a deviation from the ordinary psychological state
of an employee due to job-related factors (Schuler, 1980). Job
stress is mostly associated with poor job performance (Siu, 2003),
low motivation (Luo, 1999), low job satisfaction (Parker and
DeCotiis, 1983), high emotional exhaustion (Griffin et al., 2010),
and high turnover intentions (Mullen et al., 2018). In general,
building strong social relationships, having role clarity, providing
organizational support, and encouraging knowledge sharing help
employees decrease their stress levels.

In addition to environmental and organizational factors, the
employees’ personality, perceptions, and emotions are significant
factors contributing to job stress among them (Spector and Goh,
2001; Sur and Ng, 2014). It is evident that employees who are
good at managing their emotions experience lower job stress
(Mann, 2004). However, it is important to note the link between
emotional intelligence and job stress. Lee (2010) found a negative
relationship between emotional intelligence and job stress among
152 nurses from 4 hospitals in Korea. Similarly, Shukla and
Srivastava (2016) found a negative relationship between trait
emotional intelligence and job stress among 564 retail employees,
which is our fifth hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5 (H5): EI is negatively related to job stress.

META-ANALYTICAL RESEARCH
METHODOLOGY

Literature Review
Since the aim of this study was to include all the relevant
research so far, 1990 was chosen as the beginning year, given
that it was in 1990 that Salovey and Mayer conceptualized
EI. The time period for this analysis was from 1990 to 2019.
However, to expand the scope of this study, studies that were
published in the early months of the 2020 were also included.
To increase the likelihood of identifying relevant studies, both
published and unpublished research works in English were
included in the analysis. Keywords such as emotional intelligence,
emotional ability, emotional competency, emotional stability,
organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior,
job satisfaction, job performance, job stress, and occupational
stress were used in this analysis.

To expand the scope of this study, several research techniques
were adopted which were similar to those adopted in previous
meta-analytic studies that were part of the literature review. First,
the main electronic databases such as ABI/INFORM Global,
APA PsycInfo, EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, JSTOR, ProQuest,
ProQuest Dissertation and Theses, ScienceDirect, and Web of
Science were scanned. Second, a further scanning was carried
out by searching the archives of leading journals such as the
Academy of Management Annals, the Academy of Management
Journal, the Academy of Management Review, Administrative
Science Quarterly, the Journal of Applied Psychology, the
Journal of Management, the Journal of Organizational Behavior,

the Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology,
Leadership Quarterly, Personnel Psychology, and Personality and
Individual Differences. Third, proceedings of leading conferences
on Management and Psychology were also scanned (e.g., Annual
Meeting of Academy of Management, European Academy of
Management Conference, and the Society for Industrial and
Organizational Psychology Annual Conference). This broad
scanning resulted in identifying 287 articles and 118 unpublished
dissertations and conference papers for examining the links
between EI and organizational commitment, organizational
citizenship behavior, job satisfaction, job performance and job
stress. For the articles to be useful for this analysis, some inclusion
criteria were determined.

Inclusion Criteria
In order to be included in this meta-analysis, the identified
studies needed to meet some rules and standards. The first
criterion for any study to be included in this analysis was that
it should be a quantitative empirical study providing at least
correlation coefficients in its variables. The second criterion was
that it should have been published between 1990 and 2020 (the
first 2 months). The third criterion was that English should
be the article’s language. The fourth criterion was related to
the sample – only studies that used unique samples when
studying more than one sample were included in the analysis.
This inclusion criterion was developed to prevent duplication
in samples. Drawing on the recommendations from Ashkanasy
and Daus (2005) and meta-analysis by O’Boyle et al. (2011),
emotional intelligence was coded based on three streams (ability
EI, self-report EI, and mixed EI). After screening the identified
articles using the inclusion criteria, the final total sample for this
meta-analysis consisted of 253 effect sizes representing data from
78,159 participants.

Visualization of the Inclusion and Exclusion
Process
After carefully screening the existing literature on emotional
intelligence and its possible outcomes in the workplace and
checking the identified studies against the inclusion criteria,
some studies were excluded from the analysis. In order to
demonstrate the screening and the selection processes, a widely
used visualization technique in meta-analyses, PRISMA Flow
Diagram for new Systematic Reviews (Page et al., 2021), was
employed throughout this meta-analysis and it is shown in
Figure 1.

Descriptive Statistics for the Sample
To understand the profile of the participants in the studies and
to provide more information about the sample, some of the
descriptive statistics were categorized on the basis of participants’
gender, age, and job positions (managerial or non-managerial) as
well as the publication details (year and country) of the studies.
The descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Procedure
For this study, the psychometric meta-analysis method was
used. The strength of this method is that it provides a basis
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FIGURE 1 | PRISMA flow diagram for new systematic reviews. Source: Page et al. (2021).

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics of the samples included in the analysis.

f %

Participants

Gender

Female 37,516 48

Male 32,045 41

Missing data* 8,598 11

Total 78,159 100

Job position

Managerial 18,759 24

Non-Managerial** 59,400 76

Total 78,159 100

Age

18–30 14,850 19

31–40 24,229 31

41–50 17,195 22

50 + 11,724 15

Missing data* 10,161 13

Total 78,159 100

*There is no gender or age information of the participants.

**When there is no information about the job position of participant employees, they are

assumed to have non-managerial positions.

for estimating the variance of sampling error and gives an
opportunity to estimate reliability for studies in which no
reliability had been reported (Hunter and Schmidt, 2004).

This method has been used in previous meta-analyses (e.g.,
Harms and Credé, 2010; O’Boyle et al., 2011). One of the
reasons for choosing this technique is that it helps to forecast
the variance associated with sampling error and artifacts.
To generate artifact distributions, reliability estimates were
employed to fill the gaps stemming from the absence of reliability
data in some of the studies. Hunter and Schmidt (1990)
suggested that the distributions of correlations were corrected
in this study. Further, robs and SDobs were corrected to help
understand the artefactual biases and moderators, as done
previously by Harms and Credé (2010). Using the technique
proposed by Hunter and Schmidt (1990) and successfully
applied by their successors (Ones et al., 1993), several sets of
artifact distributions along with their descriptive details are
presented in Table 2. Next, to indicate the significance of effect
sizes, the confidence interval was chosen as 95% (corrected).
Finally, within this scope, the sample sizes and uncorrected
coefficients were converted into corrected correlation
coefficients.

As seen in Table 2, the overall mean of the predictor reliability
for artifact distribution is 0.83 and the standard deviation value
is 0.09. The mean of the square roots of predictor reliabilities is
0.91 and the standard deviation of the square roots is 0.05. The
overall mean of the criterion reliabilities is 0.87 with a standard
deviation value of 0.13. The mean of the square roots of criterion
reliabilities is 0.93 and the standard deviation of the square
roots of reliability is 0.07. Finally, the mean value of the range
restriction value is 0.80 with a standard deviation value of 0.15.
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RESULTS

After conducting the psychometric meta-analysis (Hunter and
Schmidt, 2004), the results obtained from the analysis were
listed separately. Beginning with the relationship between EI and
organizational commitment, the results are presented in Table 3.

As evident from Table 3, according to 37 independent overall
EI samples, EI is positively and significantly correlated with
organizational commitment (ρ = 0.26, p < 0.001). Therefore,
according to the result, H1 is supported. Additionally, all three
streams of EI are also positively correlated with organizational
commitment. Although there is a slight difference in magnitude,
the most powerful positive relationship exists between self-report
emotional intelligence and organizational commitment (ρ =

0.28, p < 0.001). The weakest relationship is between ability

emotional intelligence and organizational commitment (ρ =

0.22, p < 0.001). The results of the relation between EI and
organizational citizenship behavior are presented in Table 4.

Based on the results obtained from 43 samples, it is evident
that emotional intelligence has a positive relationship with
organizational citizenship behavior (ρ = 0.36, p < 0.001).
For this reason, H2 is supported. As with organizational
commitment, self-report emotional intelligence has a strong
positive relationship with organizational citizenship behavior (ρ
= 0.37, p < 0.001). Also, as found in previous studies, the
important relationship between emotional intelligence and job
satisfaction was reaffirmed. Table 5 provides the correlations and
additional statistical results.

According to 74 independent samples, emotional intelligence
is positively related to job satisfaction (ρ = 0.29, p < 0.001).

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of artifact distributions for correcting validities.

Organizational commitment Mean SD Mean square roots SD square roots

Predictor reliabilities 0.83 0.09 0.91 0.05

Criterion reliabilities 0.87 0.13 0.93 0.07

Range restriction valuesa 0.80 0.15 – –

SD, standard deviation.
aThe ratio of the standard deviation of the selected group to the standard deviation of the referent group.

TABLE 3 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between EI and organizational commitment.

Organizational commitment k n r ρ SDρ 95% CI lower

limit

95% CI upper

limit

Ability EI 8 958 0.19 0.22 0.13 0.11 0.33

Self-report EI 17 3,985 0.25 0.28 0.15 0.13 0.43

Mixed EI 12 2,922 0.24 0.27 0.12 0.19 0.35

Overall EI 37 7,865 0.23 0.26 0.14 0.12 0.42

Managerial employees 11 2,136 0.30 0.32 0.09 0.21 0.43

Non-Managerial employees 21 4,271 0.22 0.24 0.07 0.18 0.29

Published studies 29 6,144 0.28 0.31 0.11 0.25 0.37

Unpublished studies 8 1,721 0.18 0.21 0.09 0.16 0.26

EI, emotional intelligence; k, number of independent samples; n, sample size; r, uncorrected sample size weighted mean correlation; ρ, corrected correlation; SDρ , standard deviation

of corrected correlation; CI, confidence interval.

TABLE 4 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between EI and OCB.

Organizational citizenship behavior k n r ρ SDρ 95% CI lower

limit

95% CI upper

limit

Ability EI 11 3,520 0.27 0.29 0.17 0.20 0.38

Self-report EI 19 5,186 0.34 0.37 0.21 0.16 0.58

Mixed EI 13 4,073 0.32 0.35 0.13 0.23 0.47

Overall EI 43 12,779 0.33 0.36 0.20 0.18 0.54

Managerial employees 15 2,957 0.25 0.27 0.14 0.23 0.31

Non-Managerial employees 23 6,109 0.36 0.38 0.16 0.22 0.54

Published studies 32 8,963 0.29 0.32 0.10 0.18 0.46

Unpublished studies 11 3,816 0.38 0.40 0.19 0.33 0.47

EI, emotional intelligence; OCB, organizational citizenship behavior; k, number of independent samples; n, sample size; r, uncorrected sample size weightedmean correlation; ρ, corrected

correlation; SDρ , standard deviation of corrected correlation; CI, confidence interval.
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TABLE 5 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between EI and job satisfaction.

Job satisfaction k n r ρ SDρ 95% CI lower

limit

95% CI upper

limit

Ability EI 16 4,761 0.21 0.24 0.32 0.10 0.38

Self-report EI 33 8,278 0.27 0.31 0.11 0.19 0.43

Mixed EI 25 6,830 0.25 0.30 0.17 0.20 0.39

Overall EI 74 19,869 0.25 0.29 0.24 0.15 0.43

Managerial employees 17 4,368 0.19 0.21 0.15 0.16 0.26

Non-Managerial employees 42 9,281 0.31 0.33 0.19 0.22 0.44

Published studies 64 16,592 0.31 0.35 0.13 0.24 0.46

Unpublished studies 10 3,277 0.20 0.24 0.21 0.18 0.31

EI, emotional intelligence; k, number of independent samples; n, sample size; r, uncorrected sample size weighted mean correlation; ρ, corrected correlation; SDρ , standard deviation

of corrected correlation; CI, confidence interval.

TABLE 6 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between EI and job performance.

Job performance k n r ρ SDρ 95% CI lower limit 95% CI upper limit

Ability EI 14 5,100 0.24 0.28 0.22 0.18 0.38

Self-report EI 31 10,438 0.28 0.33 0.31 0.09 0.55

Mixed EI 23 7,731 0.27 0.31 0.19 0.13 0.49

Overall EI 68 23,269 0.26 0.30 0.28 0.10 0.49

Managerial employees 21 3,298 0.32 0.33 0.17 0.25 0.41

Non-Managerial employees 32 11,782 0.38 0.40 0.20 0.29 0.51

Published studies 59 19,127 0.21 0.25 0.15 0.17 0.33

Unpublished studies 9 4,142 0.30 0.34 0.21 0.22 0.46

EI, emotional intelligence; k, number of independent samples; n, sample size; r, uncorrected sample size weighted mean correlation; ρ, corrected correlation; SDρ , standard deviation

of corrected correlation; CI, confidence interval.

This indicates that H3 is also supported. The three streams of EI
are also positively correlated with job satisfaction. This reaffirms
another important relationship between emotional intelligence
and job performance that this analysis sought to verify. The
results are presented in Table 6.

As seen in Table 6, for measuring overall EI, 68 samples were
used. Again, both overall emotional intelligence (ρ = 0.29, p
< 0.001) and the three streams of EI were positively related
to job performance. Therefore, H4 is also supported. Finally,
the relationship between emotional intelligence and job stress is
presented in Table 7.

It is evident in Table 7 that based on the results obtained from
31 samples, a negative relationship exists between emotional
intelligence and job stress (ρ =−0.43, p< 0.001). This significant
and negative relationship is marginally stronger than the other
relationships in this study. Therefore, H5 is also supported. Yet
again, all three types of EI were significantly related to job stress.
It can be inferred that emotional intelligence is an important
source for overcoming job stress in the workplace.

Effects of Possible Moderators
The results obtained from the analysis of this meta-analysis
suggested conducting a moderator analysis. To understand the
effects of the substantive moderators, the moderating effects

of different emotional intelligence types, managerial and non-
managerial positions and publication types were analyzed by
conducting separate meta-analyses.

Effects of Types of Emotional Intelligence
As previously stated, the potential moderating effects of ability
emotional intelligence, self-report emotional intelligence, and
mixed emotional intelligence were further studied by conducting
separate meta-analyses. The separate results are indicated in
Tables 3–7. According to the results, Ability EI, Self-report EI,
and Mixed EI have similar positive and statistically meaningful
effects on organizational commitment, organizational citizenship
behavior, job satisfaction, and job performance but have negative
effects on job stress (i.e., ρAbilityEI = 0.22; ρSelf−report EI = 0.28;
ρMixed EI = 0.27 for organizational commitment; ρAbilityEI =

0.29; ρSelf−report EI = 0.37; ρMixed EI = 0.35 for organizational
citizenship behavior; ρAbilityEI = 0.24; ρSelf−report EI = 0.31;
ρMixed EI = 0.30 for job satisfaction; ρAbilityEI = 0.28; ρSelf−report

EI = 0.33; ρMixed EI = 0.31 for job performance; and ρAbilityEI =

−0.42; ρSelf−report EI =−0.45; ρMixed EI =−0.37 for job stress).

Effects of Managerial/Non-Managerial Positions
Few of the studies included in this meta-analysis had further
categorized the employees as holding either managerial or non-
managerial positions in their organizations. Employees such as
branch managers, coaches, supervisors, and chief officers were
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TABLE 7 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between EI and job stress.

Job stress k n r ρ SDρ 95% CI lower limit 95% CI upper limit

Ability EI 8 2,196 −0.37 −0.42 0.16 −0.55 −0.29

Self-report EI 13 6,964 −0.41 −0.45 0.27 −0.64 −0.26

Mixed EI 10 5,217 −0.33 −0.37 0.20 −0.45 −0.29

Overall EI 31 14,377 −0.39 −0.43 0.22 −0.49 −0.37

Managerial employees 10 2,546 −0.27 −0.30 0.25 −0.32 −0.28

Non-Managerial employees 16 7,630 −0.45 −0.47 0.18 −0.68 −0.26

Published studies 25 11,230 −0.44 −0.48 0.10 −0.63 −0.33

Unpublished studies 6 3,147 −0.34 −0.38 0.21 −0.49 −0.27

EI, emotional intelligence; k, number of independent samples; n, sample size; r, uncorrected sample size weighted mean correlation; ρ, corrected correlation; SDρ , standard deviation

of corrected correlation; CI, confidence interval.

categorized under managerial staff, while frontline employees
and subordinates were categorized under non-managerial staff.
To examine the moderating effects of managerial and non-
managerial positions on employee outcomes, separate meta-
analyses were conducted. According to the results of the
meta-analyses, a higher correlation exists between emotional
intelligence and organizational commitment when employees
held managerial positions (ρmanagerial: 0.32 > ρnon−managerial:
0.24), as shown in Table 3. On the other hand, as indicated
in Table 4, the correlation between emotional intelligence and
organizational citizenship behavior was lower among managers
(ρmanagerial: 0.27< ρnon−managerial: 0.38). Table 5 shows the lower
levels of correlation between emotional intelligence and job
satisfaction among managers (ρmanagerial: 0.21 < ρnon−managerial:
0.33). The same is applicable for the managers’ relationship
between emotional intelligence and job performance, as evident
in Table 6 (ρmanagerial: 0.33 < ρnon−managerial: 0.40). Finally, in
Table 7, the negative correlation between emotional intelligence
and job stress is established; however, it is stronger among
employees in non-managerial positions (ρmanagerial: −0.30 <

ρnon−managerial:−0.47).

Effects of Publication Type
To examine the moderating effects of publication types included
in this meta-analysis, both published and unpublished studies
were included in separate analyses. This was done to overcome
the “file drawer problem” (Harms and Credé, 2010), given
that most of the results in this analysis were derived from
published studies. According to the results, the correlations
between the variables differ based on whether a study is published
or unpublished. For example, in Tables 3–7, the corrected
correlation between emotional intelligence and organizational
commitment in published studies is higher than the one
in unpublished studies (ρpublished: 0.31 > ρunpublished: 0.21).
Similarly, between emotional intelligence and job satisfaction
(ρpublished: 0.35 > ρunpublished: 0.24) and between emotional
intelligence and job stress (ρpublished: −0.48 > ρunpublished:
−0.38), the same correlation exists. However, the corrected
correlation between emotional intelligence and organizational
citizenship behavior in published studies is lower than the one
in unpublished studies (ρpublished: 0.32 < ρunpublished: 0.40).

Similarly, the correlation between emotional intelligence and job
performance is lower in published studies (ρpublished: 0.25 <

ρunpublished: 0.34).

DISCUSSION

Findings and Theoretical Contributions
With the help of this analysis, the relationships between EI
and selected employee outcomes in organizations are presented
herewith. According to the results obtained in this study,
emotional intelligence and its three streams are positively
related to organizational commitment, organizational citizenship
behavior, job satisfaction, and job performance; however, they
are negatively related to job stress. If the relationship between
the different streams of EI and organizational commitment is
analyzed, it is noticed that self-report EI is slightly stronger
than mixed EI and ability EI (ρSelf−report EI : 0.28 > ρMixed EI :

0.27 >ρAbility EI : 0.22). Similarly, the relationship between the
different streams of EI and organizational citizenship behavior
shows that self-report EI is slightly stronger than ability EI and
mixed EI (ρSelf−report EI : 0.37> ρMixed EI : 0.35>ρAbility EI : 0.29).
Additionally, self-report EI is slightly stronger than ability EI and
mixed EI when there exists a relationship between the different
streams of EI and job satisfaction (ρSelf−report EI : 0.31 > ρMixed

EI : 0.30>ρAbility EI : 0.24). In the relationship between EI streams
and job performance, self-report EI is still stronger than mixed
EI, and ability EI is the weakest (ρSelf−report EI : 0.33 > ρMixed

EI : 0.31 >ρAbility EI : 0.28). However, when samples of job stress
is analyzed, although self-report EI has the strongest negative
correlation, ability EI emerges second (ρSelf−report EI : −0.45 >

ρAbility EI : −0.42 > ρMixed EI : −0.37). These results can be used
to explain the ranking within the three streams of emotional
intelligence. In general, except for the relationships between the
EI streams and job stress, it is evident that self-report EI is the
most influential among all three EI streams. Although it is useful
to note that the differences in their magnitudes are quite slim,
in the relationships between the EI streams and job stress alone,
ability EI ranked second while mixed EI ranked third.

When the results of this meta-analysis are compared with
the previous meta-analyses, it is evident that the findings of the
relationships between EI and organizational commitment are
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consistent with surveyed literature. Miao et al. (2017a) also found
a positive correlation between self-report EI and organizational
commitment, which is slightly stronger (ρ = 0.43) than the
result obtained in this study (ρ = 0.28). Their result on mixed
emotional intelligence is also higher (ρ = 0.43) than the one
in this study (ρ = 0.27). Previous meta-analyses also found a
positive correlation between EI and organizational citizenship
behavior. For example, Miao et al. (2017c) obtained positive
correlations between the three streams and organizational
citizenship behavior. The corrected correlation coefficients in
this analysis are marginally lower than their results. There are
also similarities between this research and the analysis of Miao
et al. (2017a) on the link between emotional intelligence and job
satisfaction. Furthermore, the results obtained from this meta-
analysis indicate a positive link between EI and job performance;
these results are consistent with the previous meta-analysis of
O’Boyle et al. (2011). The last relationship examined in this meta-
analysis was between EI and job stress. The negative relationship
between them was already identified in the studies that were
included in this study. Since there was no meta-analysis in the
literature that examined this relationship, the results of this
study were consistent with the results of separate studies (e.g.,
Mikolajczak et al., 2007; Karimi et al., 2014).

Finally, it is important to flag the effects of managerial
and non-managerial positions of the employees on the
relationships between emotional intelligence and employee
outcomes. As reported in the results shared above, it is
evident that, when employees hold managerial positions,
their emotional intelligence positively influences their level
of organizational commitment and a stronger correlation is
obtained (ρmanagerial: 0.32 > ρnon−managerial: 0.24). However,
correlations between emotional intelligence and organizational
citizenship behavior (ρmanagerial: 0.27 < ρnon−managerial: 0.38),
job satisfaction (ρmanagerial: 0.21 < ρnon−managerial: 0.33), job
performance (ρmanagerial: 0.33 < ρnon−managerial: 0.40), and
job stress (ρmanagerial: −0.30 < ρnon−managerial: −0.47) was
weaker in those employees holding managerial positions.
From this perspective, although there are positive relationships
between emotional intelligence and organizational citizenship
behavior, job satisfaction, and job performance, it is evident
that those employees who hold non-managerial positions
exhibit stronger positive correlations to these outcomes. A
similar trend is observed in the negative relationship between
emotional intelligence and job stress among non-managers in
the workplace.

In this study, an attempt was made to add to the existing
literature on emotional intelligence by determining the nature
of relationships between emotional intelligence and selected
employee outcomes such as organizational commitment,
organizational citizenship behavior, job satisfaction, job
performance, and job stress. These relationships were
distinguished by ability EI, self-report EI, and mixed EI.
This helped us to see the consequences of emotional intelligence
on employees in a more detailed way. Lastly, the categorization
of managerial and non-managerial roles in the samples provided
valuable insights into the relationships between emotional
intelligence and employee outcomes.

Limitations and Future Research
Suggestions
One of the limitations was the methodology used in the studies.
Some studies used self-reports for organizational citizenship
behavior and job performance. Though these studies were few,
their inclusion in this analysis is a limitation for more accurate
results. Another limitation is the inclusion of unpublished studies
such as dissertations in the analysis. Yet again, though there were
few dissertations compared to other published resources, it is
important enough to be flagged as a limitation for this analysis.
The third limitation was that only English sources were included
in the analysis. Finally, moderators and contextual factors were
not included to retain the focus on the aim of the research.

The limitations listed in this meta-analysis provide a basis
for future research in this area. Researchers should also
consider including more moderators and contextual factors
while assessing the outcomes of emotional intelligence in
their future studies. Future research should also examine
the effects of emotional intelligence on other factors like
leadership, occupational stress, role stress, innovative behavior
and social relations. Another potential variable that has been
largely underemphasized is the correlation between emotional
intelligence and digital transformation in the workplace (e.g.,
Kaur and Sharma, 2021). Thus, researchers should investigate
the role of emotional intelligence on the future of work and
employees’ perceptions of digitalization in the workplace (e.g.,
Stubbemann, 2021).

Practical Implications
Emotional intelligence gains importance day by day for human
resource managers and line managers. In general, human
resource managers are more eager to select and place candidates
with higher emotional intelligence (Chia, 2005). Similarly, line
managers are satisfied with the performance of employees with
higher emotional intelligence (Gong et al., 2019). This is because
these employees can manage their own emotions as well as their
colleagues’ emotions. With the help of emotional intelligence,
employees’ satisfaction from job (Soleimani and Einolahzadeh,
2017), organizational commitment (Jain and Duggal, 2018), and
job performance (Joseph et al., 2015) is set to increase. For these
reasons, human resource departments should plan strategies for
increasing the emotional intelligence of their employees. They
could design training and development programs to increase
ability EI, self-report EI, and mixed EI. Human resources
managers could also set rules and standards for rewarding
employees with favorable behaviors in the workplace. In
addition, linemanagers could demonstrate effective leadership by
promoting employee outcomes based on emotional intelligence.

CONCLUSION

This meta-analysis was an attempt to explore the consequences
of emotional intelligence on employee outcomes with the help of
previous studies within a time frame of the last 30 years. From
this perspective, this study has tried to add an important brick on
the wall of emotional intelligence literature. Consistent with the
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previous meta-analyses, the three-stream approach for emotional
intelligence was adopted for this study as well. After carefully
examining the studies, it has been observed that all streams
of EI are positively related to organizational commitment,
organizational citizenship behavior, and job satisfaction whereas
they are negatively related to job stress. According to the
results of this meta-analysis, the magnitudes of the correlations
were higher in self-report emotional intelligence compared to
ability emotional intelligence; however, the differences were not
very large.

From this comprehensive meta-analysis, it can be
inferred that employees who are good at managing their
own emotions and their colleagues’ emotions are more
committed to their organizations and are more eager to show
organizational citizenship behavior, evince job satisfaction,
and evince better job performance, and their level of job
stress tends to decrease. Since these are all favorable employee
outcomes, managers should design development programs
for increasing the capacity of emotional intelligence among
employees in the organization. In addition to other job-specific

competencies, they should select and place employees with high
emotional intelligence.

By including all three streams of emotional intelligence
to examine their links with employee outcomes, this holistic
meta-analysis is a first step for future studies exploring
important relationships and developing research models on
emotional intelligence. Although there are comprehensive
studies in the literature, more studies are still needed for
the future.
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Culibrk, J., and Delić, M., Mitrović, S., and Culibrk, D. (2018). Job satisfaction,
organizational commitment and job involvement: the mediating role of job
involvement. Front. Psychol. 9, 132. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00132

Curado, C., and Vieira, S. (2019). Trust, knowledge sharing and organizational
commitment in SMEs. Pers. Rev. 48, 1449–1468. doi: 10.1108/PR-03-201
8-0094

Farh, C. I., Seo, M. G., and Tesluk, P. E. (2012). Emotional intelligence, teamwork
effectiveness, and job performance: the moderating role of job context. J. Appl.
Psychol. 97, 890–900. doi: 10.1037/a0027377

Feyerabend, R., Herd, A. M., and Choi, N. (2018). Job satisfaction and turnover
intentions among Indian call center agents: exploring the role of emotional
intelligence. Psychol. Manager J. 21, 106–129. doi: 10.1037/mgr0000071

Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R. E., and McKee, A. (2013). Primal Leadership: Unleashing
the Power of Emotional Intelligence. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business Press.

Gong, Z., Chen, Y., and Wang, Y. (2019). The influence of emotional intelligence
on job burnout and job performance: mediating effect of psychological capital.
Front. Psychol. 10, 2707. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02707

Griffin, M. L., Hogan, N. L., Lambert, E. G., Tucker-Gail, K. A., and Baker, D.
N. (2010). Job involvement, job stress, job satisfaction, and organizational
commitment and the burnout of correctional staff. Crim. Justice Behav. 37,
239–255. doi: 10.1177/0093854809351682

Han, S. S., Han, J. W., An, Y. S., and Lim, S. H. (2015). Effects of
role stress on nurses’ turnover intentions: the mediating effects of
organizational commitment and burnout. Jpn. J. Nurs. Sci. 12, 287–296.
doi: 10.1111/jjns.12067

Harms, P. D., and Credé, M. (2010). Emotional intelligence and transformational
and transactional leadership: a meta-analysis. J. Leadership Organiz. Stud. 17,
5–17. doi: 10.1177/1548051809350894

Härtel, C. E., Gough, H., and Härtel, G. F. (2008). Work-group emotional climate,
emotion management skills, and service attitudes and performance. Asia Pac. J.
Hum. Resour. 46, 21–37. doi: 10.1177/1038411107086541

Hong, E., and Lee, Y. S. (2016). The mediating effect of emotional intelligence
between emotional labour, job stress, burnout and nurses’ turnover intention.
Int. J. Nurs. Pract. 22, 625–632. doi: 10.1111/ijn.12493

Hoppock, R. (1935). Job Satisfaction. NewYork, NY; London: Harper and Brothers.
Hunter, J. E., and Schmidt, F. L. (1990). Dichotomization of continuous variables:

The implications for meta-analysis. J. Appl. Psychol. 75, 334–349.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 611348265

https://doi.org/10.5465/256294
https://doi.org/10.1108/13665621211223379
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.320
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712609X474370
https://web.p.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=0&sid=9bbc8944-e110-41dc-8b99-e807bbd23963%40redis
https://web.p.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=0&sid=9bbc8944-e110-41dc-8b99-e807bbd23963%40redis
https://doi.org/10.1016/0001-8791(79)90018-6
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327043hup1002_3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051810369676
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-8583.2012.00198.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/0693928042000229707
https://doi.org/10.1108/13620430710773745
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00132
https://doi.org/10.1108/PR-03-2018-0094
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027377
https://doi.org/10.1037/mgr0000071
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02707
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854809351682
https://doi.org/10.1111/jjns.12067
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051809350894
https://doi.org/10.1177/1038411107086541
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijn.12493
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
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A project manager’s emotional intelligence (EI) is essential to project success.

However, the mechanism in this cause and effect remains a black box in extant

literature. China is now the world’s largest construction market, and figuring

out the mechanism of construction project manager’s (CPM’s) EI on project

success is meaningful for developing the global construction market. This

study conducted an in-depth interview with 24 CPMs with more than 5-year

experience in construction project management. The grounded theory was

employed to profile the application of CPM’s EI and to build the multilevel

mechanism that explains the influence of CPM’s EI on project success.

The mechanism framework conforms to the existed input–process–output

(IPO) theory. It consists of a team-level mechanism (including the positive

team atmosphere, shared vision, and team cohesion) and an individual-

level mechanism (i.e., organizational citizenship behavior directed at the

organization, perceived supervisor support, trust in leader, and subordinate’s

psychological and emotional health). This study further proposed that the

effect of this mechanism does not work immediately but develops with time

passing. Implications for further research and project management practice

are discussed in the end.

KEYWORDS

emotional intelligence (EI), construction project managers (CPMs), project success,
grounded theory (GT), mechanism building

Introduction

With the rapid development of China’s economy and society, in the past few
decades, financial funds have been adequately flowing to the construction industry
(China’s pillar industry), and an increasing number of construction projects have been
undertaken. China is now the world’s largest construction market and is expected to
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maintain this position in the near future (Yan et al., 2019).
Under the background of the “Belt and Road Initiative,”
Chinese overseas investment in infrastructure promoted
the internationalization process of Chinese construction
enterprises. The construction industry has been perennially
considered as one of the most complicated contexts to lead
people effectively to improve work output and achieve success
(Potter et al., 2018). Besides, due to the complexity, uncertainty,
ambiguity, temporary, and fragmentation nature of the new
era’s construction project (Stark et al., 2014; Ksia̧żek et al.,
2015; Walker et al., 2017), the achievement of project success
continues to be a challenging goal and has caused growing
concern for construction companies. Considering the unique
position of the Chinese construction market and the potentially
massive impact on infrastructure construction in countries
along the Belt and Road, successful project outcomes of Chinese
construction companies could significantly contribute to the
global construction industry.

A construction project is a people business (Skipper and
Bell, 2006), and it is widely accepted that the “people” factor
now plays a crucial role in almost any type of project
(Dillon and Taylor, 2015; Sundqvist, 2019). As construction
project management practice and research fields have evolved,
the heightened expectations of project managers and their
leadership are becoming more evident (Sundqvist, 2019). Some
argued that the project manager’s leadership might be the most
critical factor of successful project outcomes in the construction
industry (Sunindijo et al., 2007; Rezvani et al., 2016). In
developing our research interests, we noticed that the role of
emotion or emotional intelligence (EI) is becoming one of the
most topical areas in organizational-level research. CPM’s EI is
now increasingly investigated and emphasized as an essential
determinant in how successful leaders manage in the workplace
(Rezvani et al., 2016). Salovey et al. (2003) defined EI as
the ability to perceive and express emotions, understand and
use them, and manage them to foster personal growth. With
the unexpected popularity of the book Emotional Intelligence
written by Daniel Goleman in China, the EI concept has become
popular and has drawn wide attention in Chinese society and
organizations in the recent two decades. This situation provides
a rich foundation to explore CPM’s EI in the Chinese context.

Based on EI theory and its research findings in the
psychology field, management scholars and practitioners viewed
EI leader as one type of person-focused leadership (Booms et al.,
2016) and pointed that EI may hold the key to improving
project manager’s career success as a leader and the performance
of project team (Turner and Müller, 2005). Individuals with
high EI are able to make informed decisions, better cope
with environmental demands and pressures, effectively handle
conflict, communicate in exciting and assertive ways, and make
others feel better in their work environment (Love et al., 2011).
For CPMs who are constantly confronted with communication
issues and complex relationships, it seems that they should

embrace this concept and use it in project management for
better performance.

However, although some scholars found a positive
association between CPM’s EI and project outcomes (e.g.,
Maqbool et al., 2017), construction practice seems to hold an
uncertain attitude toward EI to some extent. For example,
based on interview research from the UK construction industry,
Lindebaum and Cassell (2012) found that CPMs avoided EI
under the male-dominated culture. This view, though, comes
from a minority, which draws our attention since Chinese
construction is also a historically male-dominant industry
(Zhang and Zhao, 2015), and most employees in the industry
are male (Swider, 2016). Therefore, we are automatically
interested in the view of Chinese CPMs and whether they
also avoid using EI in project management under a similar
male-dominated culture. On the other hand, except for the
male-dominated culture, the Chinese construction industry
roots in Chinese traditional guanxi culture, the informal
connections bound by implicit psychological contracts to
exchange reciprocity, nurture mutual commitment, and aim
for long-term relationships (Ren and Chadee, 2017). Some
dimensions of EI (such as using emotion to facilitate thought)
meet the social and communication demands of guanxi culture.
As managerial styles do vary from culture to culture (Tang
et al., 2010), the above phenomenon based on the developed
country does not seem to be adaptive in the Chinese situation.
Therefore, the first question we are interested in is:

RQ1. How do Chinese CPMs view EI (do they avoid using
EI), and what are the typical scenarios they use EI skills for
project management?

On the other hand, we found that most existing literature
tends to investigate the direct relationship between CPM’s EI
and project outcomes (Zhang and Fan, 2013; Maqbool et al.,
2017). Besides, although some discrete studies explored a few
mediating factors in this relationship, such as transformational
leadership (Zhang et al., 2018), the mechanism between CPM’s
EI and project success still lacks systematic discussion and
remains a black box. Therefore, the second research question of
this study is:

RQ2. What is the mechanism of CPM’s EI impacts on project
success?

Solving the above-proposed questions is a sense-making
and theory-building process. Qualitative research emphasizes
the meaning rather than the measurement of phenomenon
(Andersen and Kragh, 2010) and meets the requirements of
the current paper. As such, we adopted a combination of
interview research and grounded theory methodology (GTM) to
depict the practice of CPM’s EI and investigate the mechanism
for CPMs using EI to achieve project success. By employing
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in-depth interviews and GTM, this paper built a framework that
includes team-level and individual-level paths.

Literature review

Emotional intelligence

To date, there is no unified operational definition of EI.
Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) definition (which is often referred
to as “ability EI”) mentioned in the Introduction is skill-
based and focuses on cognitive aptitude, similar to a traditional
intelligence—IQ, which emphasizes the procedure of emotional
information (Day and Carroll, 2004; Davis, 2011). Some other
scholars considered EI in a more mixed perspective. They
expanded ability EI and argued that EI includes a set of
behaviors, characters, traits, skills, and competencies (Kerr
et al., 2013). For example, Bar-On (2006) defined EI as a cross
section of interrelated emotional and social competencies, skills,
and facilitators. The current paper adopted ability EI as the
theoretical basis, since the latter view or the “mixed EI” is
frequently and justifiably criticized for the lack of theoretical
clarity (Hughes and Evans, 2018). Indeed, when a structure is so
broad that it can reasonably accommodate nearly everything, it
is so changeable in nature and therefore meaningless (Hughes
and Evans, 2018). The adoption of ability EI helps this study
to establish a relatively purer view on CPMs’ leadership. On
the other hand, a previous case study conducted in developed
countries (Lindebaum and Cassell, 2012) also adopted the ability
EI framework. The adoption of ability EI leaves space for
the comparison of the findings of this paper with previous
research. Salovey and Mayer (2003) constructed ability EI from
four dimensions or branches: perceiving emotion (Branch 1),
using emotion to facilitate thought (Branch 2), understanding
emotion (Branch 3), and managing emotion (Branch 4). Branch
1 concerns the ability to identify emotions in oneself and
others. Branch 2 means the ability to generate, use, and feel the
emotion as necessary to communicate feelings. Branch 3 refers
to the ability to comprehend emotional information. Branch 4
is defined as the ability to be open to feelings, to regulate them
in oneself and others to promote personal understanding and
growth.

Construction project success

Success is always the ultimate goal of project management
(Luo et al., 2017), and project success relies on the nature
of the project (Negash and Hassan, 2020). For construction
projects, traditional project performance was estimated by the
time/cost/quality (which refers to the iron triangle standard)
(Pollack et al., 2018) or financial aspects, such as investment
and profit per unit (Besharov et al., 2016). Compared to

project performance, the “project success” concept focuses
more on “soft” and “people” issues, such as team-related
criteria (e.g., team cooperation) and external stakeholder’s
satisfaction (Albert et al., 2017). Project success emphasizes
organizational long-term benefits and opportunities generated
by the project (Ahmed et al., 2016). Prior literature implies
that building a project success criteria system is more practical
than clarifying one uniform definition. For example, Sadeh
et al. (2000) divided the success dimension into meeting
design goals, the benefit to the end user, the benefit to the
developing organization, and the benefit to the defense and
national infrastructure. Chan et al. (2004) proposed the project
success standard system based on the literature review, i.e., time,
cost, quality, health and safety, environmental performance,
participants’ satisfaction, user satisfaction, and commercial
value. In conclusion, the concept of construction project success
is comprehensive and can involve various project participants
and other stakeholders related to the project. We adopted the
success standard Chan et al. (2004) proposed because of the
number of citations and the solid literature review of this study.

Construction project manager’s
emotional intelligence and
construction project success

Some prior quantitative studies explored the direct influence
of CPM’s EI on project success, such as Zhang and Fan (2013)
and Sang et al. (2018). However, although CPM’s EI has been
argued to resolve project management issues and positively
impact project success, the underlying mechanisms influencing
the EI–project success relationship remain unknown. As Müller
and Jugdev (2012) suggested, scholars need to explore variables
that potentially mediate project manager characteristics (such
as EI) and project success. We attempt to find these potential
variables and build the underlying mechanisms influencing the
EI–project success relationship.

Besides, a few studies tried to explain the impact of
CPMs’ EI on project success by leadership, the process of
influencing subordinates to facilitate relevant organizational
goals attainment (Kasapoğlu, 2014). Leaders are identified as
one specific type because of the qualities or characteristics
they possess. Taking transformational leadership as an
example, transformational leaders usually use their charming
personalities to foster a collective sense of mission and inspire
their subordinates to provide intellectual challenges (Maqbool
et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). Salovey and Mayer (1990)
suggested behavioral manifestations of emotionally intelligent
individuals include individualized consideration, empathy, and
respect. These behavioral manifestations are transformational
in nature (Sitter, 2004). In other words, some behavioral
presentations of EI leaders are similar to transformational
leadership. Therefore, we believe that using the leadership
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perspective to explain the EI–project success relationship’s
mechanism is not powerful enough. Because both EI and
leadership are characteristics or attributes that belong to CPM
themselves, some other potential mediation roles are still not
revealed.

On the other hand, although mainstream result supports
a positive relationship between CPM’s EI and project success,
we also noticed that a few studies based on developed
country context such as the UK (e.g., Lindebaum and
Cassell, 2012; Lindebaum and Jordan, 2012) proposed some
different opinions. For example, Lindebaum and Cassell (2012)
concluded that emotions were unnecessary and inappropriate
in UK construction project workplaces. However, guanxi
activities are deeply rooted in Chinese culture and play a
vital part in Chinese organizations (Zhan et al., 2018), and
the implementation of guanxi activities was directly influenced
by emotions (Barbalet, 2018). Therefore, the phenomenon of
avoiding EI by CPM theoretically does not adapt to China’s
construction practice. Besides, Lindebaum and Cassell (2012)
proposed the representative views of the avoidance of EI
mentioned above 8 years ago, and construction project nature
is changing in these years. To figure out whether the utility of
EI is culture-specific or period-specific, our focus here is on the
Chinese construction project context in the current days.

Methodology

Grounded theory methodology and
in-depth interview

The current study employs a combination of GTM and
in-depth interviews. GTM closely links empirical research
with theory construction and provides detailed procedures to
summarize and develop concepts or theories through systematic
analysis of empirical data and ground in it (Glaser and Strauss,
2017). There are two distinct versions of GTM: Glaser’s version
of grounded theory (or classic GT) and Strauss’s version of
GT (Glaser and Holton, 2004). According to Walker and
Myrick (2006), many of the differences between Glaser’s and
Strauss’s versions lie in their perspectives regarding the data
analysis process, precisely the procedures they used. Glaser’s
GT divides the coding process into two stages: substantive
and theoretical coding. Substantive coding concerns building
categories and their definition, characters, and properties, and
this process consist of two subphases, open and selective coding.
The theoretical coding weaves the substantive codes together
into hypothesis and theory, and it occurs at the conceptual
level (Walker and Myrick, 2006). On the contrary, Strauss’s
version offers a somewhat prescriptive approach and uses
literature and predetermined coding schema, and they divided
the coding process into three phases: open, axial, and selective
coding (Strauss and Corbin, 2014). Since we intend to build a

mechanism that did not appear before and immerse ourselves
into interview data as more as possible, the foundation of the
current work is much closer to Glaser’s version of GT, and we
employed the two-process coding of Glaser’s GT too.

An in-depth interview is a crucial component in most
qualitative research, through which researchers can understand
the life and working experience of a group, explore the
formation process of specific social phenomenon, and put
forward ideas and methods to solve problems. It is also a key
component of data collection in GTM (Lakshman, 2007). By
combining the above two methods, the authors accumulated a
large amount of interview data to build the mechanism of CPM’s
EI on project success. The research design of this study is shown
in Figure 1.

Samples

Extant literature often employs snowball sampling, quota
sampling, purposive sampling, or heterogeneous sampling in
interview-based research (Robinson, 2014), and we adopted a
purposive approach. We set the following three standards to
target potential interviewees: (1) the respondent is expected
to be experienced in construction project management; (2)
the samples are expected to cover as many application fields
as possible to represent diverse construction project practices;
(3) the respondent is expected to communicate voluntarily
and actively. Finally, we set the bottom line of “years of
management” at 5 years for the interviewee and recruited them
on Zhulong BBS, China’s most influential online construction
and architectural portal and community. In China, many CPMs
with diverse ages, levels of experience, and working fields
communicate together on this forum. A list of 100 active
users (who posts and replies on the forum actively) tagged
with “project manager” was developed. Besides, it is noted that
we targeted potential interviewees with the purpose, seeking
variations in the application field to ensure an appropriate
mix of project managers (Dillon and Taylor, 2015). We sent
them BBS messages to introduce our research background
and purpose and clarified our requirement that the years in a
managerial position should be 5 years at least. If the recipients
meet our needs and are willing to be an interviewee, they could
reply to us for involvement. After 2-week recruiting, we got 35
CPMs who were interested in and committed to joining the
research.

The concept of data saturation, which is a point at which
no new information or themes are observed in the data from
the completion of an additional interview, is a helpful mark
in deciding sample size in qualitative research (Boddy, 2016).
Creswell and Poth (2016) suggested that sample sizes of 20–30
are typical in GTM. Following this recommendation, this paper
found evident saturation at the eighteenth and definitely evident
saturation at the 20-s interviewee, so we stopped the interview at
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FIGURE 1

Research design of the current study.

the twenty-fourth interviewee. Table 1 shows the information of
the participants.

The age of participants ranges from 33 to 56. The
average tenure of the managerial position is 10.3 years,
with a range of 5 to 20. The participants come from

state-owned (87.5 percent) and private (12.5 percent) corporate,
which reflects the dominance of state-owned enterprises
in the Chinese construction industry (Wang et al., 2006).
Participants’ professional domain spreads from hydraulic,
building, railway, highway, municipal, airport, harbor, and
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TABLE 1 Information of participants included in the interview process.

Age Years of
management

Nature of the
corporate

Domain The latest project
location

Gender

A 56 19 SO Hydraulic engineering Tianjin Male

B 36 7 SO Highway Nanjing Male

C 33 5 SO Building Shandong Male

D 41 8 SO Railway Shanxi Male

E 44 10 SO Municipal engineering Shanghai Male

F 35 6 P Building Chongqing Male

G 41 9 SO Municipal engineering Sichuan Male

H 42 8 SO Building Beijing Female

I 37 12 SO Airport engineering Beijing Male

J 35 7 SO Highway Republic of the Congo Male

K 52 20 SO Railway Anhui Male

L 43 10 SO Railway Henan Male

M 48 16 P Building Beijing Male

N 39 7 SO Highway Hubei Male

O 36 5 SO Municipal engineering Hebei Male

P 47 15 SO Harbor and waterway engineering Fujian Male

Q 41 11 SO Hydraulic engineering Shandong Male

R 39 7 SO Railway Yunnan Male

S 36 6 SO Municipal engineering Beijing Male

T 53 20 SO Highway Shanghai Male

U 44 13 SO Airport engineering Shandong Male

V 41 12 SO Highway Shannxi Male

W 37 6 SO Railway Hebei Male

X 38 8 P Building Shanghai Male

SO, state-owned corporate; P, private corporate.

waterway engineering. According to the Chinese classification
of construction application fields, we cover all fields except
three: communication and broadcasting engineering, mining
engineering, and electromechanical engineering, so we justify
the variation of participants’ working experience ensures the
mix of CPM samples. The latest projects the recruited CPMs
managed were located in 15 Chinese provinces (or centrally
administered municipalities) and one overseas country. Only
one of the 24 participants is female, reflecting the male
dominance of the construction industry in China (Kim, 2015).

Process of interviewing

We collected primary data by conducting face-to-face or
telephone semi-structured interviews. All participants were
informed about the research background and purpose, their
freedom to opt out, and the right of anonymity before the
interview. The authors also provided participants a one-
page document before interviewing, including the following
definition of EI: “the ability to perceive emotion, use emotion to
facilitate thought, understand emotion, and manage emotion”
(Rosete and Ciarrochi, 2005) and explanations of each

dimension. This definition is consistent with the core idea
of ability EI and is concise for reading. As we expected, all
participants appeared familiar with the EI concept and its
utility as a management tool. The project success concept was
not provided as a specific definition; we presented the project
success standard proposed by Chan et al. (2004) instead. The
current study expected and believed that an experienced CPM
can combine various factors to understand the profile of project
success.

The overarching questions guiding the interview are
RQ1 and RQ2 we set before. Interviewees were elicited
to elaborate on specific conditions and contexts where
they use EI to manage a project. The author set three
questions on this aspect at the beginning of the interview.
We hope these questions will help CPM recall as many
EI experiences as possible. Then, two questions were used
to ask participants to describe the mechanisms through
which their EI may influence project success from their
perspective as a leader. According to Chinese communication
habits, we set one question about challenges in using EI
in the end and hope that can play a supplementary role
for our research. The interview protocol is provided in the
Supplementary material.
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The two authors conducted all interview cases, and one
Ph.D. student was responsible for the interview process
and was present throughout every interview. Each interview
lasted between 40 and 60 min, depending on the participant
understands of EI and their management experience, and all
CPMs agreed that their interviews be recorded. Notably, the
interview questions we reported in this paper are translated
from the original Mandarin edition, and the following quote
in the next section are also translated from Mandarin. We
employed an extra interpreter who is certificated by Test for
English Majors-Band 8 (the highest level certificate for English
in China) during the translation process to ensure translation
accuracy. This interpreter is a research fellow from the second
author’s institution.

Data analysis

To avoid misunderstanding and memory bias caused by
time passing, every interviewee’s recording was transferred to
a transcript within 2 days after the interview. The first author
and the Ph.D. student who observed all interviews transcribed
the data. We divided every transcript data into two parts, first is
the sense-making part, which includes CPM’s views about their
EI based on the Chinese construction industry and scenario
descriptions about the utility of EI in management. We conclude
some representative points of view about EI from the first part
data and present them in the next section. The second part
is mechanism-related data, and we followed Glaser’s coding
process to develop the framework in this part. The two authors
conducted the grounded theory analysis. First, the two authors
coded transcripts, respectively. After the open coding process,
two coders compared and discussed their works and agreed on
each code’s concept and theme name. Then, we move to selective
coding. In this process, the two coders concentrated more on
the core categories they found in open selection, and finally, in
the theoretical coding process, we built the core mechanism.
Besides, the coders used memos as assistants throughout the
GTM process. Memos are considered “the bedrock” of theory
generation and tend to be free-flowing ideas of the researcher.
The coders wrote memos when they had ideas about the
emerging codes and their relationships.

Open coding
Open coding is an iterative process of conceptualization,

categorization, and comparison. In the open coding process,
coders need to pay adequate attention to the emerging data and
keep an open mind to the interviewee’s concerns instead of the
researcher’s (Charmaz, 1995). We analyzed original transcripts
literally, line by line, and coded the data in as many ways as
possible. During open coding, we used the constant comparison
method to group codes to produce a higher level of abstraction,
called categories. In analyzing the interview transcripts, we

began to abstract some key or main points; then, we assigned a
code—2 or 3 words that summarize the key point—to each key
point (Hoda et al., 2012). To present the author’s work on open
coding, an example is shown as follows:

Interview quotation

“. . . I usually treat the team members as my younger brothers
and take care of them from both work and life aspects. When
I treat them like this, I believe they will know my leading style
and implication: I wish they would get along like families.
And then they may be more united consciously as I wish. . .

you know, it is my team, and they need to guess what I am
thinking and behave as I wish. . . and my EI is important in
this implication process.”

Key point

Treat the team members as my younger brothers and give
them support from both work and life aspects.

Codes

Be united like families, perceived supervisor’s caring.
The completion of open coding is marked by the emergence

of the core category (Glaser, 2005). So, we stopped the
open coding process when we obtained preliminary concepts
and core categories that we think enough to explain the
relationship between CPM’s EI and the project process. We
collected 89 codes that emerged from interview data directly
and then abstracted them to 23 preliminary categories and
seven core categories in open coding. The seven core categories
include positive team atmosphere, shared vision, team cohesion,
organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization
(OCB-O), perceived supervisor support, trust in leader, and
(team member’s) psychological and emotional health. The
emergence of core categories (abstracted from preliminary
categories) and their contents are shown in Table 2.

Selective coding
Following Glaser’s views, we treat selective coding as a

transformation from “running the data” open to delimiting the
coding process around a core category (Walker and Myrick,
2006). In this process, we concentrate only on the core categories
that emerged in the open coding process. Since we used coding
results to guide further data collection, when we found definitely
evident information saturation in the 20-s interviewee, coding
of the following two interviews (the twenty-third and twenty-
fourth interviewees) directly started from selective coding. In
the selective process, seven core categories were classified into
two levels: individual or team level.

Theoretical coding
Theoretical coding is the process of using theory to

“conceptualize how the substantive codes may relate to each
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TABLE 2 The emergence of core categories.

Core categories Preliminary categories Contents

Team-level Positive team
atmosphere

Positive atmosphere, openness in the team, favorable
environment, benign atmosphere

Atmosphere (or environment, climate) with diverse
positive elements that are beneficial to teamwork.

Shared vision Shared vision, common goal, blueprint, common
expectation

A shared vision (or goal) that is recognized by all team
members.

Team cohesion Team cohesion, be united like families, internal
solidarity

Internal power that unites the team together.

Individual-
level

OCB-O Subordinate’s job dedication, subordinate’s
conscientiousness, subordinate’s obedience to leader

Organizational citizenship behavior directed at the
organization.

Perceived supervisor
support

Perceived caring in subordinate’s life and work,
perceived emotional comfort, perceived moral
encouragement

Team member’s perceived caring and encouragement in
both life and work aspects from CPM.

Trust in leader Trust in leader, willing to follow manager’s guidance
and instructions

Team member’s emotion and cognition trust to CPM.

Psychological and
emotional health

Self-confidence, stress, upset, self-accusation Team member’s positive or negative psychological and
emotional condition.

Some concepts repeat in two columns of the table, such as “shared vision” and “trust in leader,” because they belong to both two levels (preliminary categories and core categories).

other as hypotheses to be integrated into a theory.” Although
this process is not necessary (Glaser, 2005), the core category
that emerged naturally drove us to this process. We present the
results of theoretical coding by writing up three propositions in
the next section.

Results

Sense-making part: Feeling about
emotional intelligence and application
scenarios

Familiar with emotional intelligence and
getting emotional intelligence promotion by
self-learning

Results show that the whole concept of EI was not difficult
to understand for Chinese CPMs as expected. Benefiting from
the popularity of Daniel Goleman’s work, the EI concept is
broadly spread and understood in China. Taking the CPM-D’s
description as an example:

“I think it is a common-sense knowledge, and I am quite
familiar with it. Not just in management, this concept is
widespread in our whole social life.”

We find that the above views are highly consistent in
interview data. Almost all interviewed CPMs were confident
in understanding the EI concept and agreed that leaders’ EI
is important in project management. This consensus comes
from two aspects.

First, Chinese society is built on human affect and
relationships. The interviewees believed that the work

relationships must be handled properly, and managing emotion
is critical in maintaining relationships. CPMs emphasized that
their job is to “work with people” (CPM-A) rather than provide
technical contributions.

“. . . later, I realized that China is a relational society where
people care about their face. In most cases, affect and emotion
drive the work.” (CPM-P)

On the other hand, the CPMs suggested that the role
of EI is highlighted since the lack of contract governance.
CPMs indicated that in the project site, formal governance
like contract governance is often lacking. When there was
inadequate formal governance, relational governance had to
play a prominent part. PM-U proffered a detailed elaboration
on this storyline.

“Some scholars may think that contracts, rules, and
regulations are essential in project management, but on the
project site, many problems were not solved by contracts
and rules. Nobody does that. In our industry, almost all
problems within the team are solved by the ability of the
project manager. At that time, EI played its role.”

As for EI training, organizations usually provide CPMs
with training classes or large lectures that invite professions
in the EI and management field. More than 80% CPMs
mentioned that they had accepted related training provided
by their organizations, including specialized training on
EI and leadership training that includes EI knowledge.
The latter is more common, as CPMs indicated. However,
many CPMs who accepted EI training courses stated
that this type of training was not effective enough to
improve their EI level and was not practical in project
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management. CPM-K described the general training
effect:

“. . . however, to be honest, these courses had only little effect,
at least for me. Although the training could help establish a
systematic understanding of EI for me, they are not practical
and not close to actual project management.”

Although the training offered by organizations does not
work effectively, it is noteworthy that CPMs’ EI level could
get promotion in two ways: mentoring and self-learning. For
the first storyline, CPM-J stated that his former manager
reminded him that he “might not get very far in the
construction industry” if he lacked EI. Further, CPM-K
added:

“Instead of attending courses, the management knowledge
taught by my former manager in project operation is rather
more useful. My EI level significantly increased from when I
was new to work to when I became a manager. My former
manager’s guidance was important for my styles and ways of
using EI. These experiences on emotion and EI were beneficial
for my following management practice.”

An old proverb in China said: “Once a teacher and always a
father figure.” The mentoring relationship from this mentoring
tradition could be both formal and informal (Zhou et al.,
2019). According to the collected data, we noticed that a few
CPMs emphasized the effectiveness of informal mentoring. For
example, as CPM-D mentioned:

“Usually, I learn some EI skills in informal situations such as
having meals. If I made some mistakes that could be avoided
by using EI, such as some communication problems, my
former manager usually pointed out that for me and guided
me on that, and then I would not make the same mistake. . .I
think it is also a special form of training, but it is more closely
integrated with project practice.”

The other way for CPMs to improve their EI level is to learn
from others on their initiative. CPMs were willing to observe
others in the workplace to find if others were skilled in using EI.
For example, after CPM-J talked about their training organized
by their company, he volunteered to speak about self-learning
way:

“Well, training opportunities were rich, but if the training
were non-obligatory, I would not go because there are always
many other things to do. But since I know that EI is important,
I always observe emotionally intelligent others to learn from
their expression of emotion and EI skills. This is a more
flexible process that I can take advantage of spare time to
improve my EI.”

TABLE 3 Representative scenarios in Chinese construction project
manager’s (CPM’s) emotional intelligence (EI) management.

Scenarios Numbers of
mention

1 Criticizing subordinates 16

2 Assigning temporary or extra tasks 10

3 Project launch meeting 7

Male-dominated, but not influential in
emotional intelligence management

When we asked questions about male domination in the
project team, almost all CPMs acknowledged the existence of
this phenomenon:

“Even though I am a female project manager, I think this
industry is still a men’s world. I only know one other female
project manager like me.” (CPM-H)

But we found that they did not think male-dominated
culture is an obstacle to emotional expression. Some CPMs even
appeared confused about the second question in the interview
protocol about the influence of male-dominated culture. CPMs
agreed that it was difficult for them to understand followers’
thinking and feeling if they “do not like to show their emotions”
(CPM-X). But they believed this kind of difficulty could “happen
in any industry” (CPM-W). CPM-H elaborated this view in
detail:

“Although people might think that women are more sensitive
in emotions, I do not think this difference could influence
project management. I believe in my team everyone could
display their emotions if they want, even sometimes people
hide their emotions, that is not because of their gender. I
sometimes had difficulties in EI management, but it was more
about their character or personality rather than gender.”

Representative emotional intelligence
management scenarios

We listed three representative scenarios that CPMs
mentioned about EI management in Table 3. Criticizing
subordinates is the most common scenario that CPMs use
EI consciously. All too often, leaders tend to show criticism
behavior to subordinates when they are angry or upset or fail
to hold their tempers (Wang et al., 2018). However, the results
of this study show that most of China’s CPMs choose not to
display anger by using EI, which reflects the self-management
ability of emotion. More often, given the mianzi culture (which
means saving face for others and themselves) rooted in Chinese
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FIGURE 2

A mechanism of construction project manager’s (CPM’s) emotional intelligence (EI) on project success.

tradition (Filieri and Lin, 2017), most CPMs opt to save face for
subordinates by using tender emotional expression to convey
their criticism or dissatisfaction rather than be angry. For
example:

“When one of my team members made a mistake, and I
needed to point it out, I used to be mad or angry and often
criticized him in public. But then I started to control myself
on this abreaction of emotions because I realized that this
behavior is useless in a subordinate’s development and can
make him lose face if I criticize him with bad emotion in
front of others. And if they feel like they’ve lost face, they may
be more upset and cannot work actively. Now, if I want to
criticize a subordinate, I always adopt tender ways, try to be
patient, and that causes good results.” (CPM-J)

The second most frequently mentioned scenario is assigning
temporary tasks. The construction project team itself is
organized in a temporary environment (Wu et al., 2017), and
the group can be assigned many temporary jobs caused by
requirement change, design change, claim, and so on. Some
CPMs demonstrated that compared to regular tasks, allocating
temporary or extra tasks matters to EI.

“It is an understandable reaction that sometimes they feel
unhappy about some temporary tasks, especially when they
are already busy enough. I usually pay more attention to
their emotions at this time, in case that they feel stress or
complaining but do not solve them timely and leads to more
serious outcomes for project and themselves.” (CPM-H)

The third frequently mentioned scenario is the project
launch meeting. Seven interviewees believe it is necessary to

use EI skills in this situation because it is the first formal
time for them to build authority and show their working style
to the whole team.

“The first time is important, in which I need to make all things
clear such as my characters, principles and some team norms.
With the help of EI, I could guide members’ emotions from the
start and start a good opening for the project.” (CPM-W)

Mechanism building part: Team level
and individual level

After open and selective coding, we sorted two levels of
mechanism to explain the impact of CPMs’ EI on project
success: the team-level mechanism and the individual-level
mechanism. The theory mechanism is built based on CPMs’
stated opinions, and the framework is shown in Figure 2.

As a typical temporary organization context, most work in
the construction industry is performed and relies on the project
team (Braun et al., 2012). Recent developments in teamwork
have increased the need to explore better ways to utilize teams
and achieve effectiveness in the construction sector (Azmy,
2015). Views of CPM from interviews reflect the idea and
spirit of team management, so we adopted the input–process–
output (IPO) model in team theory to construct the influencing
mechanism between CPM’s EI and project success. The IPO
model was developed for researching team effectiveness by
McGrath and now has been modified and extended to explain
many more team issues (Mathieu et al., 2008). This model
provides a framework for conceptualizing the pivotal role of the
team process in mediating the conversion of inputs to outcomes.
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Project management researchers like Scott-Young and Samson
(2008) also highlighted the need for more team process-related
variables to deeply examine the relationship between the role
of the project manager and project outcomes. In the IPO
model, inputs describe the antecedent factors that enable and
constrain team members’ interactions, which is CPM’s EI in
this study. The outcome is the result of team activity and is
set up as project success in the current study. Process describes
members’ interactions directed toward task accomplishment.
We build the mechanism based on CPMs’ stated opinions.
As shown in Figure 2, positive team atmosphere, shared
vision, and team cohesion belong to the team-level mechanism,
which reflects the process variables in the sense of the whole
team. The individual-level mechanism, which demonstrates the
individual’s status or behaviors, includes OCB-O, perceived
supervisor support, trust in leader, and psychological and
emotional health.

Team-level mechanism
We identified three team-level influencing paths from

collected data and made the following proposition:

P1: CPM’s EI impacts project success through a team-
level mechanism, including the positive team atmosphere,
shared vision, and team cohesion.

Positive team atmosphere

Construction project managers emphasized the overall
positive tone of the team atmosphere. From the perspective of
dichotomy, CPMs believed that a positive atmosphere is better
than a negative atmosphere for project success, and their EI was
essential in creating and maintaining this positive atmosphere.

“One important aspect which I believe that my EI can
influence is the team atmosphere. When I was an ordinary
engineer before I became a project manager, my former
manager told me that the atmosphere of a project team is
just like the weather. He meant that if the project manager
is optimistic, the project team will be positive, like a sunny
day. On the contrary, if the manager is not ‘sunny’, the whole
project team may suffer from rainy or snowy days, which is
not good for project outcomes. In my management experience,
I always try to use my EI to create that sunny atmosphere, in
which all members could enjoy their work and create a good
performance.” (CPM-T)

A few CPMs talked about regulating and expressing
emotion (EI ability) in creating and maintaining a positive
atmosphere. CPMs began with the emotional expression
of themselves, and then, by appropriate emotional
contagion process, they held the whole team in such a
favorable atmosphere.

“I usually try to keep myself in a positive mood or emotion
firstly, and then I will show this positive emotion to the team.
It seems like that I created a positive environment from me as
an original point and spread to the whole team.” (CPM-C)

Shared vision

Interview results also show that emotionally intelligent
CPMs could foster the acceptance of the team’s shared goals or
vision, which has been argued to be critical in achieving high
efficiency and optimal performance in construction projects
(Zuo et al., 2018).

“As you have known, the working and living condition in
the construction site is very hard, and I need to establish
something that the whole team can imagine. I have to use
my emotion conveying to the team a common goal to fight
for, and it not must be the project goal, some goals such as
organizational reward are often better than objective project
task standard.” (CPM-I)

Construction project managers articulated a compelling
vision of the project’s future by using emotions, such as “excited”
(CPM-B, Q), “persuasive” (CPM-B, E, F), and “inspiring” (CPM-
B, I) in describing the vision. By managing others’ emotions,
CPM made the shared vision clear and guidable for the team.

“For example, some gestures and language skills to ensure the
team goals were inspiring enough and conveyed effectively. I
think those skills may attribute to my EI.” (CPM-X)

Further, EI helped CPMs judge the team members’
acceptance of the vision by assessing team members’ emotions.
When members showed “carelessness”, CPM would “pay extra
attention” (CPM-M) to them.

Team cohesion

The cohesion concept emerged directly in interview data
since it is a daily word in China society, and it is almost a
consensus that cohesion can improve team output. This study
found that CPM’s EI was used to cultivate team cohesion.
In the leader–team relationship, the formatting process of
cohesion starts with the “unilateral behavior influence” (CPM-
O) from CPM to team members. CPM-I described that he often
presented behaviors that implied cohesiveness (such as “invite
subordinates to dinner together”) with appropriate emotional
expression. Other examples like CPM-G illustrated that he
usually showed “expecting” or “excited” before participating
in group activities. From the CPMs’ view, team members
could recognize their intention and give feedback; i.e., they
would be more willing to engage with the group under the
guidance of the CPM.
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On the other hand, EI plays a crucial role in triggering team
members’ unity by CPM’s relationship management ability.
CPMs use conscious emotion guidance, and then, individuals
within the project team will spontaneously express cohesion-
related behavior gradually, which further contributes to project
success. We quote CPM-E to show this process:

“I may treat team members as my brothers or sisters, be all of
one mind. When I treat the team in this way, I believe they will
know my management style and my implication: I wish the
team uniting like a big family, and they may be more united
consciously to me and each other. Because you know, it is my
team, and they need to guess what I am thinking and follow
my rhythm.”

Individual-level mechanism
We identified four individual-level influencing paths and

made the following proposition:

P2: CPM’s EI impacts project success through an
individual-level mechanism, including OCB-O, perceived
supervisor support, trust in leader, and subordinate’s
psychological and emotional health.

Organizational citizenship behavior directed at the
organization

When the preliminary categories “subordinate’s job
dedication,” “conscientiousness,” and “obedience” emerged
one by one, we found that all these concepts belong to a
common higher-level theme: OCB-O. OCB is defined as
“individual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or
explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that
in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the
organization” (Organ, 1988). OCB-O is OCB directed at the
organization, such as loyalty, obedience, participation, job
dedication, conscientiousness, civic virtue (Spitzmuller et al.,
2008). The approach of EI leaders influencing subordinates’
OCB-O may attribute to their ability to integrate emotions in
themselves and others to devise effective strategies. For example,
when CPM-M expressed emotions such as “serious” or stating
tasks authoritatively, team members may be influenced and
tend to show obedience behavior.

“Project management in the construction site cannot reach a
high level of detail sometimes. So it will be easier if people feel
respect or a little fear for me. I need to build my authority by
expressing some specific emotion, such as be serious, or angry,
and so on.”

Other positive emotions, such as being “mild” (CPM-D, N,
O), “patient” (CPM-A, E), and “enthusiastic” (CPM-K, U), can

strengthen subordinates’ job dedication and conscientiousness
behaviors. For example, CPM-E mentioned that:

“I think individual performance is essential for achieving
project success. I believe people in the team are qualified
enough for project work since they have passed the recruiting
department’s necessary examination in many aspects, so
their technical profession was not what I was concerned
about. Their work conscientiousness or involvement is more
important. Once they recognize that they are part of the
team, they will have more conscientiousness and work more
proactively. So in the communication between us, I always
show positive emotion to make them realize the value of
their work for the whole team, with my patience, to influence
them.”

Perceived supervisor support

Some CPMs mentioned their support-offering behaviors
and attached importance to team members’ perception of that
support. They believed that leader’s support is beneficial for
team members’ performance and project success.

“Emotional comfort” (CPM-C, F, K, L) is an outstanding
aspect of CPM’s support, and it is directly related to CPM’s EI.
In the process of offering emotional comfort, CPM needs to
integrate all EI skills. Some CPMs considered it “challenging
work”. We quote CPM-L’s statement:

“Young people liked to talk with me about their work stress or
other things about their life. And I could give them guidable
feedback or something like emotional comfort. But it’s not that
easy to comfort someone, especially when I’m his leader.”

Construction project managers utilized EI in supporting
subordinates’ work progress. Emotion controlling left
subordinates the impression that the leader is “professional”
and “made them willing to accept supervisor’s work
guidance” (CPM-V).

Supporting the “daily life of team members” is also
emphasized by many project managers. CPMs cared about
followers’ “health” (11 times mentioned), “families” (seven times
mentioned), and “financial situation” (five times mentioned).
CPM-N noted that when team members perceived that the
leader cared about their life, they were generally “more engaged
in their work.”

Trust in leader

Interviewee believed that their EI could strengthen
subordinates’ trust and further achieve success. Emotion such
as being “self-confident” (CPM-B, T, V) or “calm” (CPM-B,
I) expressed by CPM could create a sense of security to
team members and lead to their trust in CPM. As CPM-F
mentioned:
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“Whatever emergency happens, if they see that I am not
anxious and I am in control, they would believe that I can
handle this condition. Then they will try their best too, for the
project completion.”

Perceived supervisor support and trust in leader

The relationship between the concept “perceived supervisor
support” and “trust in leader” emerged from interview data, and
this is the only emerged concept dyad. We found that almost
all CPMs who mentioned the trust in manager concept pointed
to the perceived supervisor support concept. CPMs believed
their EI could promote followers’ perceived support and then
improve trust in the leader. Representative statements are as
follows:

“Interpersonal relationship is mutual, and if they realize I am
not only a supervisor but a friend or family when they perceive
my care to them, we will build emotional connection, and they
will trust me.” (CPM-L)

Psychological and emotional health

We summed up a series of concepts (including self-
confidence, stress, upset, self-condemned, etc.) together as one
core category: subordinate’s psychological and emotional health.
Notably, for positive variables such as self-confidence, CPM’s
EI could facilitate them and play a positive role in achieving
project success. On the other hand, for negative psychological
and emotional conditions such as stress, EI could buffer their
harmful effects on project success reversely.

A few CPMs said they were sensitive about followers’
“nervous” and “frustrated” emotions (CPM-H, I, N). We
believed that these CPMs were good at identifying emotions
in team members. We quote some transcripts on different
psychological and emotional health concepts here:

“I suppose that my EI is helpful for followers’ confidence
building. There are many 90s in the project team now, and
when they involve in their first project, they feel unfamiliar
with site practice and have little self-confidence. At that time,
their first project manager in their career is important for
them. I am always patient enough to take care of those
freshmen, to recognize and feel their depression and express
my praise and appreciation.” (CPM-G, self-confidence)

“If you show emotions such as “worried” when allocating
tasks, you may undermine their confidence.” (CPM-H, self-
confidence)

“By helping them stop feeling guilty about their past mistakes,
they can perk up and contribute more to the future of the
group.” (CPM-F, self-condemned)

“If someone had a high level of stress for a long time, his
work effectiveness would go down. Sometimes they hide this
psychological stress, and I may ignore this secret worry if I do
not have enough EI. On the contrary, once I am aware of their
stress, I can take action to help them.” (CPM-Q, stress)

A mechanism that develops over time

Except for the mediating mechanism, we also identified and
defined “time developmental” as a critical property of this model
and proposed:

P3: The mechanism develops over time; CPMs’ EI’s
influence on project success is a slowly but gradual
accumulating process.

We are glad to see this emerged property because
this time character is in keeping with the extant IPO
team theory (McGrath, 1964). This time-developmental
character means the effect of this mediating mechanism
does not work immediately. CPM-M elaborated this point in
detail:

“My EI did work as an important factor for project
success. However, this process took a long time. Compared
to other direct behaviors I behave, EI is more obscure
and needs more understanding from followers. If we are
working on a large and complex project that may take
five or ten years, the influence of my EI may work
on “this” project. Or, if the project we are fighting for
is limited to a short time, the contribution of my EI
may manifest in the “next” project or the “after next”
project. That is to say, my efforts on EI management may
not be able to contribute to the success of the current
project.”

In conclusion, project success is differentially influenced
by various factors influenced by CPMs EI (team level or
individual level) as the team matures over time. We refer
to the developmental model to depict this time character
(Mathieu et al., 2008). The solid line running at the bottom of
Figure 2 shows that the developmental processes unfold over
time.
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Discussion

Chinese construction project
manager’s views on emotional
intelligence: Critical ability in guanxi
culture

We argue that although the male-dominated culture is
widely present in the Chinese construction industry, EI is not
an unacceptable concept in Chinese society and CPMs embrace
this ability or leadership skills in project management. This
phenomenon is different from Lindebaum and Cassell’s (2012)
result and may be explained by Chinese traditional culture.

Guanxi culture is rooted in traditional Chinese
relationalism, which describes a body of work conceptualizing
people’s social existence and connectivity, not as individual
beings but as relational beings (Xu and Dellaportas, 2021).
Everyone in Chinese society is born not as an individual
but as someone’s son or daughter, brother or sister (Fan,
2010). In other words, the individual role is attached to
his/her social status and position in a specific relationship.
Compared to the Western society where CPMs may think
avoiding emotion helps them keep professional, Chinese
CPMs’ leadership is embedded in their relationships where
an individual’s status is defined. CPM refers to a leader in a
team. CPMs naturally care about their guanxi with everyone
on the team, driven by conventional relationalism. Therefore,
they want to create a positive atmosphere in the group, save
subordinates’ faces, focus on whether team members trust
them, etc. The perceiving emotion, using, understanding, and
managing emotion abilities are essential that CPMs naturally
use to manage relationships. CPMs train their EI by self-
learning is also explained by guanxi culture since they need to
improve EI while the organization does not provide enough
support.

Conclusively, in the Chinese construction industry,
the emotion avoidance phenomenon under male-dominated
culture does not present since a more powerful cultural incentive
pushes CPMs to show emotion, use EI, and improve EI.

Mechanism building: Management
practice to theory

Based on existing theories, we now discuss the mediating
mechanism established in this paper.

Team-level mechanism
We found that CPMs believe that EI could influence project

success by creating a positive project atmosphere. According to
extant theory and literature, leaders with a high level of EI could
leave a good impression on others, which is beneficial to improve

the team’s internal positive emotion (Schlechter and Strauss,
2008; Waldron, 2017). EI leaders tend to create an effective
atmosphere where team members could live in harmony
and communicate openly, cognitively interact more with each
other, and intrinsically enjoy their work (Wei et al., 2016;
Zhang et al., 2018). The effective atmosphere mentioned above
shows a positive tone consistent with the positive atmosphere
emphasized in the current study. Secondly, existing studies
support the role of a leader’s EI in promoting shared vision.
The emotion perception and understanding abilities enable
individuals to perceive the development demands of others,
clarify the shared vision, and call on others’ effort for it by their
appeal and influence (Sunindijo and Zou, 2013). EI leaders with
empathy nature can perceive the acceptance and recognition of
subordinates to team vision effectively and adjust their behavior
and attitude toward subordinates based on their feedback
(Pinos et al., 2013). Empirical evidence in the organizational
context shows that EI leader creates a shared vision among
the various stakeholders within the decision-making team and
gets others excited about the vision by using positive emotional
contagion (Boyatzis and Soler, 2012). Therefore, we could see
the consistency in some existing researches and this study,
though they are rooted in different team contexts. For the team
cohesion concept, according to Mohammad et al. (2014), EI
leaders can subtly influence employees’ practices at work, such
as building team cohesion. The positive emotion from CPM is
usually a signal, which means that the leader is satisfied with the
existing task performance. This positive signal can make team
members feel comfortable with the current communication and
cooperation process in work and enhance team cohesion (Chan
and Mallett, 2011). From another perspective, some research
supports that leaders in institutional collectivism culture tend
to use their EI to build a collective identity to cultivate
the team’s loyalty and cohesion (Miao et al., 2016). China,
influenced by Confucian culture, is a significant collectivist
nation. Some existing research supports that EI positively
impacts project team performance and cohesiveness; however,
parts concentrate on team EI instead of project manager’s EI
(e.g., Quoidbach and Hansenne, 2009). Therefore, we treat our
finding on team cohesion as a supplement for extant empirical
literature.

Individual-level mechanism
Interviewed CPMs agreed that OCB-O is crucial for project

success, keeping with extant literature such as Braun et al. (2013)
and Guo et al. (2016). A meta-analysis conducted by Miao
et al. (2018) shows that leaders’ EI demonstrates incremental
validity and relative weight in predicting subordinates’ OCB
even after controlling for personality factors and cognitive
ability. People with good emotion evaluating and expressing
abilities usually show a high level of empathy, respect,
and personalized consideration (Salovey and Mayer, 1990).
These characteristics help leaders influence their subordinates’
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values and aspirations and do more work than expected by
stimulating their higher-level needs (Bass and Avolio, 1990;
Yukl, 2002). CPM’s respect for the team can create a pride
feeling among team members, leading to more extraordinary
efforts and behaviors of taking on extra work (Irshad and
Hashmi, 2014). From the cultural perspective, the Chinese
construction industry is in a culture of high power distance
(Tsai and Chi, 2009), and subordinates’ obedience is easier
to be influenced by leaders’ EI in this kind of culture (Miao
et al., 2018). Therefore, we could see some consistency between
our findings and existing research. Secondly, the PSS path we
built conform to the existing argument that EI leader tends
to perform care and support, individualized consideration, and
respect to followers, this property roots in and reflects the
EI nature (Salovey and Mayer, 1990). EI leaders, just like
transformational leaders, are often seen as powerful examples
for followers, and when such role models show personal support
to subordinates, team members are more likely to perceive
and accept such care and support (Eisenberger et al., 2016).
Bro et al. (2017) suggested that employees, who perceive that
their leaders care for them, are motivated to do more than
they are expected to do. Therefore, although few empirical
studies directly investigated the relationship between CPM’s
EI and perceived supervisor support, we could find related
implications from prior studies. Thirdly, social exchange theory
can help explain the mediating role of trust in the leader
concept and the relationship between PSS and trust in leader.
As we mentioned above, EI leaders usually show a high level of
respect for their followers. EI assists leaders in understanding
followers’ situations and better recognizing those situations
where additional supports are needed (Clarke and Mahadi,
2017). To feedback on the leader’s care and respect, subordinates
tend to show high affect-based trust in their leader (Prabhakar,
2008). Some others said that when followers perceive and
experience a leader’s support, they have the recognition of
being valued in this leader–member relationship, which further
pushes them to reciprocate in terms of their emotional
attachment, thereby developing trust in their leader (Colquitt
et al., 2012; Zhu and Akhtar, 2014). Some empirical studies
support that a leader’s ability to use emotion, understand
emotion, and regulate emotion is positively related to an
employees’ trust in their leader in an organizational context
(Sitter, 2004). Trust is also found to be a predictor of project
performance and project effectiveness (Rezvani et al., 2016).
Finally, for the psychological and emotional health concept,
existing research has demonstrated that leaders’ EI influences
employees’ attitudes (Trejo, 2014), and EI leaders could bring
followers about motivation effectively (Èiutienë et al., 2019). In
the workplace environment, leaders become mood managers
of their employees by helping their employees overcome the
mood-damaging effects of negative events and to help to curb
their stresses (Humphrey, 2015). Emotionally intelligent CPMs
create emotional synchronization (or resonance) by showing

confident and enthusiastic emotional displays to enhance their
employees’ positive mind conditions and reduce their negative
mind conditions (Humphrey et al., 2008). Just as Podsakoff
et al. (1996) suggested, leaders need to develop an understanding
of the variables that influence subordinates’ mental conditions
and develop a clear understanding of how to affect these
variables. This study summed these variables together to a vital
influence path in the relationship between CPM’s EI and project
success.

Time character: Manifestation of team
developmental process

Team developmental processes unfold over time as teams
mature (Mathieu et al., 2008), and the time character we found
conforms to the inherent cyclical nature of team functioning
(Ilgen et al., 2005). Project managers use their leadership to
transform loose teams into effective teams throughout the
project (Sheard and Kakabadse, 2002), and EI’s influence
will be gradually profound with the team’s development.
Specifically, in the team’s early days, CPMs’ decision-making
is more likely to be affected by the project owner’s suggestion
since the project objective is not going into detail (Senaratne
and Samaraweera, 2015). As the team evolves and leader–
member relationships develop, CPM’s EI begins to help team
members solve interpersonal problems to achieve team goals
(Senaratne and Samaraweera, 2015), and the sensitivity and
empathy traits of CPM’s EI are therefore more powerful.
The time character we found is a novelty phenomenon in
the project management field but conforms to classical team
developmental theory, which says construction project team
outcomes are likely to be influenced by their progress over
time.

Conclusion

Contributions

The contributions of this qualitative study are of major
significance to the field of project management. Firstly, this
study reveals the true feelings and thoughts of Chinese CPMs
on EI and finds the inapplicability of the conclusion based
on developed countries (e.g., Lindebaum and Cassell, 2012;
Lindebaum and Jordan, 2012). The results show that CPMs
embrace their EI ability in project management under the
Chinese guanxi culture rather than avoiding using it. Although
the concept of EI is well-known in China, few qualitative studies
comprehensively describe CPM’s views and application status
of EI in the Chinese construction industry. This study fills
the gap in this field. Secondly, this study answers the calls
for exploring variables that potentially mediate the EI–project
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success relationship (Müller and Jugdev, 2012) and finds new
possibilities to analyze CPM’s EI toward project success. These
findings broaden a new vision to explain CPM’s EI’s influence on
project success from the team process’s perspective. This theory
model could help realize the power of CPM’s EI on the project
team and team members. The mechanism framework we built is
notable and waiting to be confirmed by quantitative research.
Thirdly, this research is the first one that points out the role
of “time” in the influence process from CPM’s EI to project
success and combines CPM’s EI with existing team theory.
This result implies that it is necessary to conduct empirical
research using longitude data in EI research within the project
context.

Limitations and implications

Several limitations of this study should be noted, and they
raise questions that future research could explore deeply. First,
this current study interviewed project manager samples, which
may cause social desirability bias in describing the influence
process (Fisher, 1993). The social desirability bias may lead to
CPMs reporting those influence paths they think are desirable
to identify rather than the actual mechanism that works in the
project team. That is why we emphasize that the conclusions of
this work are based on CPMs’ stated opinions in the different
places of the paper. For future research, we can go further
and collect information from team members to explore the
mechanism that project managers show rather than what they
think or believe in the management process. Another common
limitation of applying GT is that GTM lacks data validation,
unlike most other “scientific methods.” Glaser clearly states that
the focus of GT is the generation of theory, and validation may
be undertaken by other researchers using different methods.
We, however, found that several activities during GTM research
can help evaluate and validate the emerging results of a GTM
study. One way is to see whether the result also explains and fits
the experiences of different practitioners not involved in theory
generation. Specifically, we presented the emerging results
to some other construction practitioners from the member
companies of the China Construction Industry Association
(CCIA). Many member companies cooperate with the second
authors’ university for the registered constructor education
training program permitted by CCIA. These practitioners
helped the validation of our findings, and we believe our results
are representative. Finally, an inherent limitation originating
from GTM is that the resulting theory can only explain
the specific contexts explored in our study—the Chinese
construction context. In fact, we started from this context
and tried to describe situations in this context, but we cannot
test the external validity of this study. Therefore, we call for
more investigations based on diverse geographic, economic,
cultural, and legal backgrounds. Besides, the result of the

current research is a theoretical mechanism, which needs to
be tested and refined through other empirical or quantified
research.

For management practices of the construction industry, this
research provides a theoretical basis for Chinese construction
enterprises to carry out professional EI training. Generally,
leadership training in Chinese construction companies has
been extensive (Jie, 2019); however, corporate EI training
that solid, evidence-based guidance for assessing and training
emotional skills in organizations remains scarce (Lopes,
2016). Practical EI training to improve CPM’s EI level
exerts lasting and long-term effects to project team members.
Therefore, we argue that construction enterprises should
establish special EI training close to project site management
for CPMs. For example, the representative EI management
scenarios we found in this study can be set as scene
exercises to make CPMs familiar with the utility of EI.
Moreover, corporates should help CPMs understand the role
of EI in team management, such as EI’s impacts on the
variables included in the model we built. In addition, when
companies hire and select project managers for projects,
a candidate’s EI level seems to be valuable for decision-
making.
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