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Abstract

There is some evidence that transformational leadership style is linked to employee well-being at
work. However, it is not clear whether this is due to (i) a direct relationship between leadership
behaviour and well-being outcomes, or (ii) a relationship between leadership behaviour and well-
being that is mediated by followers’ perceived work characteristics. This paper examines the
validity of these two mechanisms using data from a longitudinal questionnaire study of staff within
the elderly care sector in a Danish local government. A theory-driven model of the relationships
between leadership, work characteristics and well-being was tested using Structural Equation
Modelling. The results indicated that followers’ perceptions of their work characteristics do mediate
the relationship between transformational leadership style and well-being. However, there was only
limited evidence of the existence of a direct path between leadership behaviour and employee
well-being. These findings have important implications for design, implementation and

management of efforts to improve employee well-being.
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1. Introduction

The aim of this study is to examine the mechanisms through which transformational leadership
behaviour influences employee well-being. It uses a longitudinal study design to test the validity of
two mechanisms. In the first mechanism, leadership behaviour has a direct impact on followers’
well-being. In the second mechanism, the impact of leadership behaviour on perceived work
characteristics mediates the leadership-well-being relationship. To do this the study builds upon
the findings of two bodies of well-being research: studies of the influence of i) leadership and ii)
work characteristics on employee well-being. The study focuses on transformational leadership
style due to its dominant position in high quality leadership research (Bass, 1990; Lowe & Gardner,
2001; Judge & Piccolo, 2004).

Transformational leaders can be described as “leaders [who] broaden and elevate
the interests of their followers, generate awareness and commitment of individuals to the purpose
and mission of the group, and when they enable subordinates to transcend their own self-interests
for the betterment of the group” (Seltzer et al., 1989, p. 174). Transformational leaders establish a
shared vision through which leaders provide a meaningful and creative basis from where change is
brought about in people and contexts (Bass, 1985). The concept is comprised of idealised
influence/charisma (the leader acts as a role model and promotes desirable behaviour),
inspirational motivation (the leader formulates a clear and attractive vision), intellectual stimulation
(the leaders encourages followers to make their own decisions and be creative and innovative) and
individualised consideration (the leader acts as a coach and a mentor) (Bass, 1985).

There is a small body of empirical research that has shown a link between leadership
style and measures of employee well-being. Bono and llies (2006) found a relationship between
charismatic leaders and positive emotions and mood. Gilbreath and Benson (2004) found that
supervisory behaviour explained incremental variance over and above other workplace factors

when predicting general health. A few studies have examined the relationship between



transformational leadership and subordinate health and well-being outcomes including measures
of burnout (Seltzer, Numerof, & Bass, 1989), well-being (Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, &
McKee, 2007) and job-related stress (Sosik, & Godshalk, 2000). However, all of these studies
have been cross-sectional. The only evidence of a causal link between transformational
leadership behaviour and follower well-being comes from a longitudinal study by van Dierendonck,
Haynes, Borril, and Stride (2004). They also found a reciprocal relationship whereby followers who
reported higher levels of well-being also reported their manager had a more active and supportive
leadership style over time. This link may exist because leaders’ behaviour is likely to provoke
emotional responses in subordinates which have implications for their well-being (Druskat, 1994).
However, this study did not directly examine the possibility that the relationship between leadership
behaviour and well-being might be mediated by the impact of leadership behaviour on followers’
perceived work characteristics.

Research on the relationship between transformational leadership and performance-
related outcomes tends to find that followers’ perceptions of work characteristics mediate
transformational leadership-performance relationships. Psychological empowerment (Avolio, Zhu,
Koh, & Bhatia, 2004; Jung, & Sosik, 2002), trust and value congruence (Jung, & Avalio, 2000),
cohesiveness and collective efficacy (Jung, & Sosik, 2002), and goal clarity and support for
creative thinking (Nemanich, & Keller, 2007) have all been found to mediate this relationship.
Similar mediation of the relationship between transformational leadership and well-being is also
plausible. This is because of the existence of significant associations between i) the perceived
work characteristics that can be influenced by leaders such as job demands and control (Cherniss,
1995) and ii) a range of self-report and measures of well-being and general health, and observed
health outcomes such as coronary heart disease (Karasek and Theorell, 1990; Bosma, Marmot,
Hemingway, Nicholson, Brunner, & Stansfeld, 1997). Arnold et al, (2007) found in their cross-
sectional study that perceptions of having a meaningful work mediated the relationship between
transformational leadership and well-being. It is possible that these effects also exist over time and

for more work characteristics.



Transformational leaders may have a profound impact on followers’ perceptions of
their work characteristics because they provide personal attention to promote development through
individualized consideration, enable new ways of working, encourage novel problem solving, and
provide coaching and encouragement of specific behaviours in subordinates through intellectual
stimulation (Bass, 1999, Sashkin, & Rosenbach, 1993). Some cross-sectional studies do suggest
that a link between leadership and well-being may be explained by examining how leadership
behaviour affects followers’ perceptions of their work characteristics. For example, in studies of
workplace control, Cooper and Cartwright (1997) and Offerman and Hellmann (1996) identified that
leaders play a significant role in monitoring the amount of control individuals have over their role.
They also found, in a separate analysis, that increased delegation and participation were
associated with increased levels of well-being. High levels of social support from superiors have
also been shown to be associated with lower stress and burnout (Lee and Ashforth, 1996). Both of
these work characteristics may be associated with transformational leadership behaviour.
Moreover, a recent meta-analysis of longitudinal research (de Lange, Taris, Kompier, Houtman,
and Bongers, 2003) has found strong evidence for causal relationships between a number of work

characteristics that could be heavily influenced by leaders and health and well-being.

Hypothesised Mediators
To fully understand how leadership behaviour influences employee well-being, the nature and
extent of any mediation by perceived work characteristics needs to be examined. Mathieu, and
Taylor (2006) identify three types of mediation that need to be examined: (i) indirect effects, where
the independent variable is related to the mediator, and the dependent variable is related to the
mediator, but there is no direct relationship between the independent and the dependent variable,
(ii) partial mediation where a direct relationship between leadership behaviour and well-being is
present together with the mediated effect, and (iii) a fully mediated model where the direct
relationship no longer exists after the mediator is introduced into the model. As the relationship

between transformational leadership and well-being has previously been established (e.g. van



Dierendonck et al., 2004) we propose that either the second or the third mechanism will be present
in our model.

The nature of transformational leadership behaviour means that specific predictions
can be made about the some of the work characteristics that may mediate its relationship to well-
being. We propose that three work characteristics that may mediate the relationship between
transformational leadership behaviour and well-being in followers: increased role clarity, increased

meaningfulness and increased opportunities for development.

Increased role clarity

Several specific aspects of leadership behaviour that are defined as ‘transformational’ may also
positively influence followers’ perceived role clarity. In setting a clear and attractive vision
(inspirational motivation) leaders may help followers to understand the ends to which they are
working: the leader formulates clear goals and facilitates the achievement of these e.g. the leader
influences followers to focus on some things and not others (Bass, 1990). By displaying a set of clear
values and through role modeling (idealised influence) followers can observe how they may
themselves take responsibility for own actions and development. For example, it has been found that
those who work with leaders exhibiting high standards and expectations feel more comfortable and
able to engage in decisions concerning the task at hand (Bass, & Avolio, 1994). The transformational
leader may also influence followers’ perceptions of the level of role clarity by i) ensuring that they
have the necessary information that is required to work towards the shared vision and ii) giving them
knowledge and support to enable them to develop the skills required to analyse the information for

themselves (Sofarelli, & Brown, 1998).

Increased meaningfulness
The definition of transformational leadership identifies a number of aspects of leaders’ behaviour
which may be linked with followers’ perceptions of the meaningfulness of work. Recent studies

have reported positive associations between transformational leadership and perceived meaningful



work (Arnold et al., 2007; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006). The transformational leader is described as
giving people meaning, purpose and a sense of higher value in their work (Bass, 1990). Beyond
that, they are also described as giving people the ability to see beyond the present problems of
day-to-day endeavours and provide stimulation to work harder and collectively with others,
realizing the meaningful interrelationship of both the vision and their work. Inspirational motivation
may be used to formulate a clear vision that allows employees to see the where their work fits in
with organisational objectives (Burke, Stagl, Klein, Goodwin, Salas, & Halpin, 2006), construct a
common framework that creates a common sense of purpose (Nemanich, & Keller, 2007) and to
communicate optimism about future goals and provide meaning for the task at hand. By
establishing a shared vision, transformational leaders can provide a meaningful and creative basis
from where change can occur in people and their work environment (Bass, 1985). The
transformational leader is also described as having the ability to find meaning in piecemeal actions
and to establish those connections for others enabling them to see the macrolevel while dealing

with the microlevel (Sofarelli, & Brown, 1998).

Increased opportunities for development

Several aspects of transformational leadership behaviour may be associated with employees’
perceptions of their opportunities to develop. Transformational leaders are often described as
constructing organisational contexts that permit followers to exercise and expand their own
cognitive abilities, and to become more capable of defining and enacting their own visions
independently of the leader’s immediate control and supervision (Jung, & Sosik, 2002; Sashkin, &
Rosenbach, 1993). They may help followers unlearn past routines, develop creative solutions and
respond appropriately to new environments (Bass, 1985; Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003).
Through intellectual stimulation, the transformational leader may facilitate follower development by
challenging their assumptions, thoughts and imagination (Avolio et al, 2004; Bass et al, 2003).
Moreover, transformational leaders may actively encourage followers to take calculated risks, and

to seek out opportunities and to solve complex organisational problems. Through inspirational



motivation leaders can also engage their followers ‘above and beyond the call of duty’,
encouraging them to take charge of their own development at work. (Bass, 1990, Tichy, & Ulrich,
1984). Furthermore, idealised influence involves the display of clear values, and through role
modeling followers can observe how they may themselves take responsibility for own actions and
development. Coaching and mentoring may be used to encourage followers to make their own

decisions in a supportive environment (Avolio et al, 2004).

Our analysis of how transformational leadership behaviour could impact upon work characteristics
suggests that some aspects of leadership behaviours may impact on more than one work
characteristic. Furthermore, meaningfulness, role clarity and opportunities for development often
co-vary. This means that it may not be possible to identify separate mediating mechanisms for
each work characteristic if they were shown to be highly correlated with each other. In such
circumstances, the research question would need to be examined using as a mediator a combined

measure of these work characteristics.

The Present Study

To our knowledge there have yet not been any longitudinal studies which have investigated
whether perceived work characteristics mediate the relationship between leadership behaviour and
follower health and well-being. This study aims to build on previous research by testing the
following hypothesis:

The causal relationship between leadership and followers’ well-being is partially or
fully mediated by followers’ perceived work characteristics (i.e. role clarity, meaningfulness and
opportunities for development).

By using a longitudinal design we examine whether there is evidence of such
mediation in both cross-sectional data (i.e. at time 1 and at time 2) and longitudinal data (i.e. in the

relationships between time 1 and time 2 measures).



Data from workers providing care to the elderly is used to test the hypothesis.
Although transformational leadership has been shown to be important in a variety of organisational
contexts, both within the private and the public sector (Bass, 1999), it may be of particular
importance within the healthcare sector. Healthcare workers are in close contact with the patient
and thus they are the first to notice changes in patients’ health and can most easily assess the
needs of the patient. They often follow the patient over long periods of time and therefore they
have an in-depth knowledge of how to address the problems and concerns raised by their patients.
Therefore the employees who are encouraged to solve problems and take responsibility are a
necessity in healthcare (Corrigan, & Garman, 1999; Dunham-Taylor, 2000; Morrison, Jones, &
Fuller, 1997). It has been argued that raising employees’ exposure to transformational leaders and
leadership behaviour is the key to improving healthcare provision in the future (Sofarelli, & Brown,
1998; Thyer, 2003). Transformational leaders may be particularly important in advancing the
development of staff in health care settings since it may encourage staff to find innovative
solutions, to extend beyond their boundaries of comfort, and to test new ways of working (Sofarelli,

& Brown, 1998).

2. Method
2.1 Design and procedure
The study used a longitudinal questionnaire survey design. Questionnaires were distributed on two
occasions to employees with an 18-month interval between them. On both occasions, participants
were asked questions about their perceived work characteristics, psychological health and well-
being and asked to rate their immediate manager (line manager) on a variety of leadership
behaviours. Transformational leadership has been shown to operate, and be important, at this
managerial level (Bass, 1999). Participants returned their completed questionnaires directly to the

research group.



2.2 Participants

The sample consisted of staff working within the elderly care sector for a large Danish local
government. In Denmark, the elderly care sector is organised into units where some staff provide
care to elderly who are still in their own home and others provide care in elderly care homes. In this
sample two units including both types of staff were included (in this sample 51% of the healthcare
staff worked in the homecare and the remainder in the elderly care homes). Although only one
human service organisation was included we tried to ensure a variety of settings and job content to
examine whether the effects were context-independent. First, two independent centers were
included in the study with different management and different cultures (One center was larger than
the other and 61% of staff came from this center). Results of t-tests revealed that there were no
significant differences between the two centres and they were in subsequent analyses treated as
one. Second, all staff from the centres participated. This presented different groups of staff ranging
from cleaning personnel, canteen personnel, healthcare assistants, nurses, physiotherapists, and
maintenance staff. All staff had direct contact with clients. Staff were organised in groups, e.g.
home care staff covering a geographical area or staff covering a nursing home would constitute a
group, each group had a formal leader with managerial responsibilities; this was the manager they
were asked to rate. At time 1, questionnaires were distributed to 551 staff and 447 questionnaires
were returned yielding a response rate of 81% for time 1 analysis. 93% were female, the average
age was 44 (SD = 11.13), and they had been working in their current workplace for 12 years on
average. The majority of staff were healthcare assistants (62%), 12% were nurses, 18% had other
health-related educations and the remaining 8% had no healthcare-related education. At time 2
the questionnaire was distributed to 521 staff and 274 returned the questionnaire, yielding a
response rate of 53% for time 2 analysis. Surveys were sent to all employees working at the
centers and thus new staff was included in the second round of the survey. 91% were female, the
average age was 45 (SD = 10.93), and they had been working in their current workplace for 7
years on average. The majority of staff were healthcare assistants (65%), 10% were nurses, 19%

had other health-related educations and the remaining 6% had no healthcare-related education.



188 patrticipants provided data at both time 1 and time 2. Of these, 93% were female. The mean
age was 45 (SD = 9.90) and they had in average been 9 years at the workplace (at time 1). The
majority of staff were healthcare assistants (61%), 12% were nurses, 21% had other health-related
educations and the remaining 8% had no healthcare-related education. This sample is

representative of the T1 and T2 samples.

2.3 Measures

Transformational leadership was measured using the Global Transformational Leadership Scale
developed by Carless, Wearing, and Mann (2000). It consists of seven items and has been found
to have a high degree of convergent validity with more established and lengthier questionnaires
such as the MLQ and the LPI (Carless et al., 2000). Examples of item are: “My leader
communicates a clear and positive vision of the future”, “My leader gives encouragement and
recognition to staff” and “My leader encourages thinking about problems in new ways and
questions assumptions”. Response categories were: 1 = To a very large extent, 2= To a large
extent, 3 = Somewhat, 4 = To a small extent, 5 = To a very small extent. Cronbach’s alpha at time

1 was .90, and .94 at time 2.

Scales measuring the possible mediating variables (role clarity, meaningful work, opportunities for
development) and well-being were all taken from the COpenhagen PsychoSOcial Questionnaire
(COPSOQ; Kristensen, Borg & Hannerz, 2002; Kristensen, Hannerz, Hogh & Borg, 2006). These
scales have been used in a number of studies and have been found to show good reliability and
validity (Aust, Rugulies, Skakon, Scherzer, & Jensen, 2005; Borritz, Rugulies, Bjorner, Villadsen,
Mikkelsen, & Kristensen, 2006; Lund, Labriola, Christensen, Biltmann, Villadsen, & Burr, 2006;
Nielsen, Rugulies, Christensen, Smith-Hansen, & Kristensen, 2006). The scales are relatively short
(thus helping to protect response rates) and provide adequate measures multi-faceted constructs.

Within this data set the reliabilities of the scales were acceptable when compared to the level of

10



reliability typically found for other, longer, measures of these constructs.

Role clarity (3 items). This measured the degree to which employees reported that they knew their
roles and responsibilities. An example of an item is: “Does your work have clear objectives?”.
Response categories were: 1 = To a very large extent, 2= To a large extent, 3 = Somewhat, 4 = To

a small extent, 5 = To a very small extent. Cronbach’s alpha at time 1 was .59, and .75 at time 2.

Meaningful work (3 items). This scale was based on the work of Hackman and Oldham (1980).
Employees were asked to rate the degree to which they experienced their jobs to be meaningful
and their work was part of a greater whole. An example of an item is: “Do you feel that the work
you do is important?”. Response categories were: 1 = To a very large extent, 2= To a large extent,
3 = Somewhat, 4 = To a small extent, 5 = To a very small extent. Cronbach’s alpha at time 1 was

.66, and .63 at time 2.

Opportunities for development (4 items). This scale examined the degree to which employees
reported having the opportunities to develop new skills and grow in their job. An example of an
item is: “Does your work require you to take the initiative”. Response categories were: 1 = To a
very large extent, 2= To a large extent, 3 = Somewhat, 4 = To a small extent, 5= To a very small

extent. Cronbach’s alpha at time 1 was .76, and .59 at time 2.

Well-being (5 items). This scale measured the degree to which employees been in a positive state
of mind, e.g. happy and vivacious. An example of an item is: “Have you over the past two weeks
felt active and energetic?” Response categories were: 1 = All the time, 2 = Most of the time, 3=A
bit more than half of the time, 4 = A bit less than half of the time, 5 = Only a little of the time, 6 =

Not at all. Cronbach’s alpha at time 1 was .87, and .85 at time 2.
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As all outcomes were measured on different scales, these were transformed to standardized
scales so they ranged from 0-100 with 100 representing a high score on the construct. For scales
with five response categories, responses were transformed such that 1 =0, 2 =25, 3 =50, 4 = 75,
5 =100. This was done to enhance clarity in the interpretation and meaning of the results. This
standardisation does not impact on the relationship between variables and thus does not influence

the covariance matrix on which the analyses are based.

2.4 Analysis
Testing T1, T2, and Time 1 to Time 2.
The mediating effect of work characteristics were tested using structural equation modelling (SEM)
with pairwise deletion (LISREL 8.7, JOoreskog & Sérbom, 1999). Scale scores were used as
indicators for each construct in the models. We accounted for the effects of measurement error by
fixing the value of the unique variance indicator to be one minus the reliability multiplied by the
scale variance (Niehoff & Moorman, 1993, Sinclair, Martin, & Croll, 2002, Lim, 2003). As the three
different kinds of work characteristics were found to correlate and we assume they exert the same
mediating mechanism we decided to create a factor covering all three characteristics. We call this
scale work characteristics.

To confirm the proposed three-factor structure of our measures we tested a
measurement model including our measures: transformational leadership, perceived work
characteristics (combined in one variable) and well-being. This was done to confirm whether our

three work characteristics: meaningfulness, role clarity and opportunities for development could be

meaningfully combined in one scale. The measurement model provided a good fit to the data, X2 =
(845, N =542) = 1715.26, RMSEA = .045. This confirmed that the three work characteristics could

be combined in one scale in further analyses.
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Mediation effects were tested in three ways: at time 1, at time 2 (synchronous effects)
and between time 1 and 2 (i.e. temporal causality). Temporal mediation may occur through two
possible one-step mechanisms: Transformational leadership T1 influences work characteristics T2
which in turn is related to well-being at time 2, or Transformational leadership at time 1 is related to
work characteristics T1 which in turn influences well-being at time 2. However, temporal mediation
may also occur through at two-step mechanism: Transformational leadership T1 is related to work
characteristics at T1 which influences work characteristics at T2 which in turn are associated with
employee well-being at T2.

The maximum likelihood method of parameter estimation was used with the
covariance matrix as input. First, we tested the stability of our measures over time (Stability
Model) by regressing time 2 transformational leadership over time 1 transformational leadership,
with the same procedure used to examine the stability of perceived job characteristics and well-
being measures.

We tested the mediating mechanism of work characteristics through four models. A
full mediation model (M1) was tested that assumed that the direct relationships previously found in
research would not be present because of the mediating effects of followers’ perceptions of their
work characteristics.

To test for partial mediation we tested three different partial mediation models: First,
we tested synchronous partial mediation at time 1 by including a direct path between
transformational leadership T1 and well-being T1 (M2). Next, we tested synchronous partial
mediation at time 2 including a direct path from transformational leadership T2 to well-being T2
(M3). Finally, we also explored partial mediation over time (M4). We included a direct path from
transformational leadership T1 to well-being T2. Based on the findings by van Dierendonck et al
(2004) that there could be a reciprocal relationship between well-being and transformational
leadership, a path between time 1 well-being and time 2 transformational leadership was included

in the model. See figure 1 for an overview of the tested models.
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Insert figure 1 around here

M1 serves as a baseline model against which the other, more complex, models (M2, M3, M4) are
examined to see if they offer significant gains in explanatory power. Comparison of M1 to other

models will reveal which model accounts best for the data. A model is considered to fit the data

better than a rival model if the X2 value is significantly lower (p < .05) than that of the one to which
it was compared. The acceptable levels of fit used to assess the adequacy of each model were
according to the recommendations made by Marsh, Balla, and McDonald (1988), Brown, and

Cudek (1993) and Anderson, and Gerbing (1988)).

3. Results

3.1 Preliminary analyses

Table 1 displays the scales, means, standard deviations, scale reliabilities, and intercorrelations of
all variables in this study. All measures relevant to our mediation models were significantly
correlated i.e. measures of transformational leadership, the hypothesised mediating variables and
employee well-being were correlated at both time 1 and time 2, and between time 1 and time 2.
This calls for further analyses of the interrelationships between transformational leadership,

perceived work characteristics and well-being.

Insert table 1 around here
Next, we tested whether measures were stable over time. The results of the Stability Model
indicated strong relationships between transformational leadership at time 1 and time 2 (§ = .50 p

< .001), work characteristics at time 1 and time 2 (8 = .56 p < .001), and well-being at time 1 and

time 2 (8 = .60 p <.001). However, the overall model presented a poor fit to the data indicating that
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further relationships existed across the constructs; this was also confirmed by modification indices

that suggested further relationships.

3.2 Testing the hypotheses

The first fully mediated model (Model 1) testing the mediating mechanism of perceived work
characteristics revealed a good fit to the data. AGFI, CFl, and NNFI were all above the
recommended level of .90, but the RMSEA was .04, below the recommended .05 for a good
model.

Second, we tested for partial mediation at time 1 by including a direct path from
transformational leadership time 1 to well-being at time 1 (M2). This model also presented a good
fit to the data. CFI, AGFI and NNFI were all well above .90 and the RMSEA was .00. The A X2 (2) =
7.28, p > .05 revealed a significantly better fit to the data than did the fully mediated model.

We then went on to test the third model (M3) exploring the synchronous partial
mediation of work characteristics at time 2. Model fit revealed a good fit to the model: CFI, AGFI
and NNFI were all above the recommended .90 and the RMSEA was .40. However, the model did
not prove to represent a better fit to the data; A X2 (1) = 1.26, p < .05.

Finally, we went on to test for partial mediation over time (M4). This model also
revealed a good fit to the data. CFI, NNFI, and AGFI were all above. 90 and the RMSEA was .05.
However, this model did not represent a significantly better fit to our baseline model (M1); A %2 (1)
=.35, p<.05.

Although all models showed a good fit to the data, in the following we discuss M2
(partial mediation at time 1) because it was the best fit to the data: it represented a better fit when
comparing the X2, the RMSEA was better that those of the other models and because inspection of

the paths testing partial mediation at time 2 and over time showed these to be non-significant.

15



Insert table 2 around here

In figure 2, the partially mediating model with the best fit is reported (M2). It provides an overview
of the direct and mediated relationships between transformational leadership and well-being as
well as the reciprocal relationship between transformational leadership and well-being. For all
constructs, time 2 measures were influenced by the baseline level. The hypothesised mediating
effect of work characteristics was confirmed, both synchronously and over time through a two-step
mechanism (with time 1 and time 2 measures of the work characteristics involved in the mediating
mechanism). A direct path existed between transformational leadership and well-being at time 1;
indicating partial mediation. However, this partial mediation was neither found at time 2 nor over
time. Transformational leadership at time 1 was related to work characteristics at time 1. The time
1 work characteristics all predicted the time 2 work characteristics, which in turn were related to
well-being at time 2. Thus the mediating mechanism operated through the followers’ perceptions of
the work characteristics both at time 1 and time 2. Further, a slight negative relationship was found

between work characteristics T1 and well-being at T2.

Insert figure 2 around here

4. Discussion
This study aimed to enhance the understanding of the previously established link between
transformational leadership and well-being. We found support for our hypotheses: followers’
experience of a meaningful work environment, role clarity and opportunities for development
partially mediated the relationship between transformational leadership and followers’ well-being.
This relationship was confirmed at three levels. First, although there was a direct link between
transformational leadership at time 1 and well-being at time 1, work characteristics at time 1 also
partially mediated this relationship. In the same way, work characteristics at time 2 fully mediated

the relationship between transformational leadership and well-being at time 2. Perhaps most
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importantly, our results showed that transformational leadership behaviour at time 1 was related to
employee well-being at time 2, through a relatively complex mechanism. The work characteristics
at time 1 and time 2 were found to form a 2-stage mediating mechanism for the relationship
between transformational leadership at time 1 and well-being at time 2. No direct relationship was
found between between transformational leadership at T1 and well-being at T2. The absence of a
direct link over time casts doubt on whether transformational leadership behaviour can cause
changes in employee well-being unless it results in changes in perceived work characteristics. Our
results strongly indicate that transformational leadership is closely related to the perception of
some aspects of the work characteristics of followers, and that previous studies which have
suggested a direct relationship (e.g. Dunham-Taylor, 2000; Seltzer et al, 1989; Shieh, Mills, &
Waltz, 2001; Sosik & Godshalk, 2000) may have underestimated the importance of the mediating
effects of followers’ perceived work characteristics. However, the existence of a direct effect cannot
be entirely discounted: some behaviours may provoke an automatic emotional response in
followers that is independent of work characteristics (Druskat, 1994). However, our research

suggests that this relationship is not robust over an extended period of time.

Our results also supported the reciprocal nature of the relationship between the managers’
perceived transformational leadership style and well-being (Van Dierendonck et al, 2004). In all
four models we found a significant relationship between time 1 well-being and time 2
transformational leadership. This supports the notion that the followers’ level of self-reported well-
being also influences the reporting of leadership behaviour i.e. it establishes a ‘feedback loop’
linking employee well-being and leader behaviour. This may occur for two reasons. The first
reason is that employees with poor well-being may find it hard to engage in activities encouraged
by the transformational leader: engaging in independent decision making and problem solving.
Thus leaders may find it hard to lead the way and make employees perform ‘beyond the call of
duty’ if they have no energy and engagement in work. On the other hand employees with high

levels of energy and enthusiasm may encourage managers to take the lead, create a vision and
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make an effort to develop his or her employees. This gives rise to the second possible reason:
employees experiencing poor well-being may perceive their leaders’ behaviour in a negative way
perceiving the leader to be unsupportive, even if the manager does engage in transformational

leadership behaviours.

4.1 Limitations

Some limitations should be considered when interpreting our results. The transformational
leadership paradigm provides a useful, but not exhaustive account of leadership style. Our study
used a broad, but reliable and valid measure of transformational leadership to test the validity of
mediated relationships. The measure chosen was well-suited to a study population that had few
academic educational qualifications: it was feared that a lengthy questionnaire would adversely
influence response rates without leading to substantial gains in reliability and validity. There has
been a debate as to whether research should use uni-dimensional scales of transformational
leadership. It has been recommended to use one single scale of transformational leadership for
research purposes as the subcomponents are highly inter-correlated (Bass, 1999; Judge &
Piccolo, 2004). However, in future research is would be interesting to examine whether the sub-
components of transformational leadership are similarly mediator whether any exhibit direct effects
on well-being (e.g. by provoking a strong and long-lasting emotional response among followers).
Of course, training needs analysis may suggest that for training purposes it may be more desirable
to focus on the measurement and development of specific sub-components of transformational
leadership.

It is also possible that transformational leadership influences a much wider range of
perceived work characteristics than the ones included in our study. However, the aim of this paper
was to test for the existence of mediation with a sample of different perceived work characteristics
that can be argued to be directly influenced by transformational leadership: it is important that

future research examines whether other work characteristics also act as mediators. Furthermore,
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future research is also needed to tease apart the specific mediating role played different work

characteristics (e.g. in work environments where role clarity does not co-vary with meaningfulness)

4.2 Implications for practice
The results indicate the importance of making managers aware of the degree to which they
influence the followers’ perceptions of work characteristics and self-reported well-being. Exerting
behaviours associated with transformational leadership (such as stimulating employees to engage
in complex decision making and problem solving, providing a clear vision, coaching and mentoring
individuals etc) may increase the well-being of their followers but only if their behaviour alters the
way followers perceive their work. This, in turn, may support the manager in exerting these kinds of
behaviour through the feedback loop suggested by our results. The results also have important
implications for those aiming to implement organisational-level interventions to improve employee
health and well-being. The longitudinal nature of our study indicates that it is likely that by training
leaders to exert certain behaviours it may possible to change work characteristics. Rather than
implementing wide-ranging organisational-level changes to job design and work organisation of
followers’ work, these results suggest that training their superiors may have a similar impact. For
example, training managers in transformational leadership behaviours may bring about higher
levels of involvement for followers who also perceive their job as meaningful and experience high
levels of influence. Training managerial employees may prove to be both more cost-effective and
easy to control than implementing wide-ranging organisational changes to improve the working
environment. Previous studies have confirmed that transformational leadership behaviours can be
trained (Barling, Weber, & Kelloway, 1996; Parry, & Sinha, 2005). However, we need to emphasise
that transformational leadership should not be seen as a substitute for poor job design.
Transformational leadership should support the re-design of jobs in promoting health and well-
being at work (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Bommer, 1996).

Our results also indicate that when evaluating the impact of leadership training,

organisations should seek to observe changes in leadership behaviour (e.g. by gathering data from
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subordinates about their perceived work characteristics), and not just by examining changes in
leaders’ knowledge and attitudes. Unless it is accompanied by behaviours that impact on
employees’ perceived work characteristics, increases in knowledge of transformational leadership

are unlikely to result in improvements in employee well-being.

4.3 Conclusion

This study highlights two new and important implications for research and practice. First, the study
has drawn together important research concepts from two separately researched areas of
occupational health psychology literature. It is proposed that through combining research into
leadership and work characteristics new advances in understanding how to manage well-being
may be realized. Future research would benefit from developing the framework by further
combining i) leadership and well-being research and ii) perceived work characteristics and well-
being research. Considering work characteristics in the absence of studying leadership behaviour
(or vice versa) may reveal an incomplete picture of the impact of work and work relationships on
well-being. Second, also important is the reciprocal relationship over time between well-being and
transformational leadership styles. Employees with poor well-being may either make it difficult for
the manager to exert transformational leadership behaviours or may have difficulties benefiting
from these behaviours as they appraise the managers’ behaviour in a negative manner. Third, the
findings have important implications for intervention research. For example, work design
interventions focused on role clarity may benefit from the consideration of training managers to
exert transformational leadership behaviours. Employing a systemic view on interventions training
managers may improve followers’ well-being through the creation of a meaningful job that provides

role clarity and promotes opportunities to develop.
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Table 1

Intercorrelations Between Scales

Scale M SD M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.
Ty T (@2 (12

1. Transformational Leadership 3.00 1.03 3.08 1.01 A8**  38** | 16* 31** 27

2. Role clarity 2.42 0.97 3.63 0.67 25%%  B4** 21%* . 32%*  .30**

3. Meaningful work 3.83 0.69 3.82 0.63 25%%  49% 41* 52*%* . 36**

4. Opportunities for development 2.85 0.84 3.57 0.67 Al 53 B1¥ 45 27

5. Well-being 332 086 338 079 .27 30 .36** .34** 53+

Note. Correlations below the diagonal are from time 1 and above the diagonal from time 2. Correlations in the diagonal are between time

1 and time 2. * p<.05,* p <.01
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Table 2

Fit Indices for Nested Sequence of Longitudinal Models

Model %2 df NNFI  CFI AGFI RMSEA

Stability Model 108.41 9 .81 .89 .86 14

Work characteristics

MZ1:Full mediation model 8.65 5 1.00 100 .98 .04
M2: Partial mediation model T1-T1 2.07 4 1.00 100 100 .00
M3: Partial mediation model T2-T2 7.39 4 .99 1.00 .98 .04
M4: Partial mediation model T1-T2 8.30 4 .98 1.00 .87 .05

Note. NNFI = nonnormed fit index; AGFI = adjusted goodness of fit index, CFl = comparative fit index;

RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation.
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Figure 1: Theoretical model
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Figure 2: Standardized maximum likelihood estimates for M2
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