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PREFACE
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“It is now November and I still love it. I utterly love it. The dynamics in this job 

are vivid, challenging, and changing every day. Running a retail store with 180 people 

and annual sales of more than 12 million euros has revealed major and unexpected 

new insights for me. First, this middle manager position is inherently characterized 

by antilogy. On the one hand, the realization that I am part of a system, an extremely 

efficient—almost military—machine that is organized in such a way that it executes a 

business model optimally, is inevitable. On the other hand, I feel the joy of autonomy, of 

shaping my direct surroundings, prioritizing and influencing on a local level. Swinging 

back and forth between accepting the fact that within this position I indeed have no 

direct impact on a regional or national brand strategy, but that I can make decisions that 

directly impact the lives of employees and customers makes me wonder: could I accept 

tenure in a position as middle manager? Would I be able to reach my full potential, 

adhere to my values, drives, emotions, and let my environment grow? Or would such 

a position be tantamount to bitterness, constraint, frustration, and imminent disaster of 

all I value by getting “Les Main Sales” in the long run?

Secondly, I realize this is an environment in which I feel comfortable—

maybe even too much so. Sometimes, I pretentiously (hope to) feel like the Tolstoyan 

Konstantin Levin, thriving on the honest, realistic attractiveness of work. In Anna 

Karenina, Tolstoy writes: “The longer Levin mowed, the more often he felt the 

moments of unconsciousness in which it seemed that the scythe was mowing by itself, 

a body full of life and consciousness of its own, and as though by magic, without 

thinking of it, the work turned out regular and precise by itself. These were the most 

blissful moments.” The interaction with the team leaders, my manager, customers, and 

employees has proved to be exactly as blissful as mowing. Natural, predictable yet 

surprising, soothing, it feels like I’m on auto-pilot. It seems no surprise that over the 

last weeks I have forgotten to eat, to go home, and have ended up spending many hours 

on end at the store. This environment embodies honesty and I sometimes feel like it is 

the epitome of friendliness in society, almost like a cocoon.
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Lastly, the days in this micro-society have already taught me to recognize 

and value the challenges middle managers face. They are constantly maintaining a 

precarious balancing act. Some of their challenges are ethical and very tangible; others 

are relational or even personal. For example, this week I found M in the office, who 

has worked for the organization for 20 years. M told me he is in a hard personal 

situation, including a divorce, financial problems, and two sons he can barely feed. 

He asked me to allow him to permanently work more hours, which would imply a 

new contract. However, due to his tenure, M is quite an expensive member of the 

workforce, and there is currently no need or demand for extra hands. Moreover, the 

role M has might disappear in the near future due to automation. Hence, a new contract 

with M would impact the profitability of my store, which is one of my concerns as an 

assistant manager, and would also give M a false sense of security. A tough dilemma. 

Or take the challenge of another middle manager, who hoped to be promoted to a 

new region but was not selected for the position and now probably has to manage 

his store in a rural area for a few additional years. I just keep wondering: how will 

he stay motivated? I don’t think I could do it. I do realize that in the end, my career 

perspectives might be different, and I sincerely hope that does not bias my opinion too 

strongly, but I feel my experiences here in this store are already extremely valuable. I 

do not feel like an anthropologist, or the participative observer; it just feels like I am 

an assistant store manager. And I feel the experience shapes my moral compass, my 

personality, but also the content of my PhD dissertation, since these experiences put 

the knowledge I am gathering through my research in a different perspective.” 1

1 Extract from the author’s notebook, November 2013. The author spent six months in the role of middle 
manager during his PhD research.
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This dissertation addresses challenges that middle managers may face due to 

their unique position in organizations as homo universalis (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994; 

Osterman, 2008; Tinline & Cooper, 2016). A middle manager can be defined as an 

individual who operates at an intermediate level of management (Anderson, 2014) 

and hence as an individual who both gives and receives leadership (Harding, Lee, & 

Ford, 2014; Osterman, 2008; Stoker, 2006; Wooldridge, Schmid, & Floyd, 2008). In 

particular, middle managers are defined as linking pins between top management and 

frontline employees. According to Mintzberg, “what organizations really have are the 

outer people, connected to the world, and the inner ones, disconnected from it, as well 

as many so-called middle managers, who are desperately trying to connect the inner 

and outer people to each other” (Mintzberg, 1996, p. 61). In the US, an estimated 10.8 

million middle managers accounted for around 7.6% of the workforce in 2012 (Korn, 

2013). 

The rise of middle managers started in the early 20th century in the US, when 

industrialized production became increasingly efficient (Aitken, 1960; Wilkinson, 

Marchington, Goodman, & Ackers, 1992). These managers were deemed necessary to 

effectively coordinate distribution and production processes to leverage the possibilities 

new technology could offer (Osterman, 2008). In doing so, middle managers boosted 

the post-war growth of large organizations such as Kodak, GE, and IBM (Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1994). In such organizations, middle manager positions were traditionally 

typified by stability and predictability (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994). Yet, the role 

of middle managers has dramatically changed over the last decades (Hales, 2006; 

Shi, Markoczy, & Dess, 2009; Tinline & Cooper, 2016) and has been disrupted by 

several technological, demographic, and organizational developments. Technological 

developments have made it possible to replace many of the jobs previously supervised 

by these managers, such as store clerks and tellers, by machines (Finkelstein, 2015; 

Gratton, 2011; Millman & Hartwick, 1987). With these jobs disappearing, so has the 

need for their managers, resulting in an estimated 20% drop in the number of middle 

managers in the 1980s (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994, 1997; Wooldridge et al., 2008). 
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Furthermore, not only the number of jobs, but also the nature of the traditional 

middle manager’s position has changed (Gratton, 2011; Stoker, 2006). By the end of the 

20th century, management scholars had already predicted what now seems to be reality 

(Dopson & Stewart, 1990, 1993; Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006; Millman & Hartwick, 1987; 

Simon, 1985), namely that the decision-making and process monitoring traditionally 

conducted by middle managers are increasingly being replaced by algorithms and 

computers (Bersin, 2016; Davenport, Harris, & Shapiro, 2010; Finkelstein, 2015; 

Gratton, 2011; Lawler III, Levenson, & Boudreau, 2004). In addition, new ways of 

working have radically transformed traditional organizational structures. For example, 

Zappos, Dutch ING bank, and Spotify have removed managerial layers and introduced 

small, flexible teams instead to cope with multiple functional demands (e.g., HR, 

Marketing, and Finance; Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012). Similarly, many organizations 

have introduced self-managing teams (SMTs) that operate entirely without a middle 

manager (Stoker, 2008). 

These developments have further changed the need for middle managers and 

redefined their roles and position. For example, Google’s leadership went so far as to 

argue that middle managers merely add levels of bureaucracy, proudly announcing 

that it would cut a considerable amount of the company’s respective management 

positions (Gavin, 2013). Middle managers’ public appreciation has also changed. 

Fueled by criticism of corporate culture and related hierarchical structures in famous 

publications such as Whyte’s “The Organization Man” (Whyte, 1956), middle 

managers’ positions are oftentimes perceived to resemble bureaucracy and hamper 

organizational productivity in the popular press (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994; Gavin, 

2013; Gratton, 2011). Thus, middle managers are sometimes perceived as a burden, as 

“wasteful overhead” that promotes inefficiency (Osterman, 2008, p. 2). 

At the same time, however, research shows that middle managers have unique and 

pivotal capabilities that may spark innovation and increase organizational performance 

(Huy, 2001; Kanter, 1982). The aforementioned decision of Google founders Page and 

Brin to cut middle management positions quickly proved to be less effective than 
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they had hoped: “That experiment lasted only a few months: They relented when too 

many people went directly to Page with questions about expense reports, interpersonal 

conflicts, and other nitty-gritty issues”(Gavin, 2013, p. 75). Moreover, “as the company 

grew, the founders soon realized that managers contributed in many other, important 

ways—for instance, by communicating strategy, helping employees prioritize projects, 

facilitating collaboration, supporting career development, and ensuring that processes 

and systems aligned with company goals” (Gavin, 2013, p. 75). Accordingly, scholars 

investigating the position of middle managers from this perspective have emphasized 

the valuable contributions middle managers can make to organizations (Balogun & 

Johnson, 2004; Huy, 2011; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).

 

A Special Breed: Middle Managers as Leaders with Multiple Dependencies

When considering these developments in organizations and the research into 

the (changing) position of middle managers, two findings are particularly relevant for 

this thesis. First, research into the specific characteristics and dilemmas of middle 

managers and their specific roles in organizations is scarce (Caughron & Mumford, 

2011; Huy, 2002; Tinline & Cooper, 2016). For example, DeChurch et al. (2010) 

conclude that in leadership research, middle managers are the least studied and 

empirically understood level of management (representing 7.25% of all leadership 

studies). This is remarkable, since middle managers comprise a great deal of leaders 

in organizations. Second, from what is known from research, middle managers’ roles 

are characterized by unique dependencies and resulting challenges (Newell & Dopson, 

1996; Tinline & Cooper, 2016). As Della Rocca describes, a middle manager job is “an 

intermediate, vicarious job devoid of entrepreneurial and managerial responsibility. 

His [sic] autonomy is regulated and prescribed by the division and organisation of 

labor within the company...” (1992, p. 57).

Indeed, a central feature of middle managerial positions is a lack of autonomy 

or, in other words, a dependency on various contingency factors. For example, middle 

managers lead others, but are also led by higher-level superiors (Caughron & Mumford, 
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2011; Kinicki, Jacobson, Galvin, & Prussia, 2011; Parris, Vickers, & Wilkes, 2008; 

Yang, Zhang, & Tsui, 2010). As such, middle managers’ own leadership behavior is 

likely to be influenced by, or dependent on, the leadership behavior they experience 

themselves. Similarly, these managers have limited autonomy in setting their goals. 

Oftentimes, top-level leadership determines the organization’s strategy and direction 

and subsequently assigns goals to middle and lower-level management (Miller & 

Weiss, 2015). Finally, middle managers are dependent on organizational policies and 

procedures regarding their careers. Traditional middle management career paths have 

changed dramatically in the last years and decades such that the number of middle 

management positions has decreased, thereby slowing down traditional promotion 

rates (Morison, Erickson, & Dychtwald, 2006). 

Together, these dependencies create unique challenges for middle managers. 

This dissertation strives to empirically investigate these challenges in more detail and 

to understand their implications for middle managers. First, how do middle managers 

deal with the behavior of their own superiors, and how does this in turn shape their own 

leadership behavior? Second, how and under which conditions do the goals assigned 

to middle managers relate with their well-being and their subsequent leadership 

behavior? Lastly, how do middle managers deal with decreasing opportunities for 

career progress (and, thus, with increasing job tenure), and how does this shape their 

actions as leaders? The remainder of this introduction summarizes existing knowledge 

on these challenges and, on this basis, identifies relevant research gaps. Subsequently, 

it briefly describes the general outline and approach of this dissertation. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Dependency on the Superior: The Dual Leadership Challenge 

Middle managers are inherently both leaders and followers (Caughron & 

Mumford, 2011; Harding et al., 2014; Osterman, 2008; Thomas & Linstead, 2002), 

and thus both give and receive direction (Stoker, 2008). But how does the leadership 

of middle managers’ superiors relate to middle managers’ own leadership? In other 
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words, does superiors’ leadership shape that of middle managers? Previous empirical 

research indicates that specific top management leadership behaviors are mirrored by 

lower-level management. Superiors’ leadership could thus be considered an antecedent 

of middle managers’ leadership. This process is typified as cascading or the trickling 

down effect of leadership behavior (e.g., Bass, Waldman, Avolio, & Bebb, 1987; 

Mayer et al., 2009). 

The explanation of this trickle-down process of leadership has typically drawn 

on social learning and role modeling effects (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005; 

Mawritz, Mayer, Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova, 2012). Social learning theory proposes 

that learning via observing both others’ behavior and the consequences of that behavior 

can have the same effects as direct experience (Bandura, 1986). Other motivational 

mechanisms suggest that middle managers will feel the responsibility to enact the top 

management’s strategy through their leadership behavior, as they perceive themselves 

to be extensions of top management. As such, “they will be prone to emulate and 

imitate the behaviors of top management” (Mayer et al., 2009, p. 3).

The scarce research on trickle-down effects of leadership behavior in 

organizations has addressed different domains. For example, ethical leadership 

behavior and justice perceptions (Mayer et al., 2009; Wo, Ambrose, & Schminke, 2015) 

have been found to flow from leaders to followers. Abusive supervision (i.e. a non-

physically aggressive form of leadership; Tepper, 2000) has also been found to trickle 

down across hierarchical layers in organizations. In their study among 51 managers, 

127 supervisors, and 189 employees, for example, Wayne, Hoobler, Marinova, and 

Johnson (2008) found support for their hypothesis that higher-level management’s 

abusive supervision, through lower-level supervisors’ abusive behavior, indirectly 

related to employee turnover intentions and cynicism (see also Mawritz, Mayer, 

Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova, 2012). Finally, more positive (e.g., transformational) 

leadership behaviors have also been found to trickle down the organizational hierarchy 

(Bass et al., 1987). 

Yet, despite some first empirical studies, more specific knowledge and a broader 
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theoretical understanding of how and when leadership trickles down hierarchical layers 

is still scarce (Kinicki et al., 2011). Most importantly, the mechanisms and contingency 

factors (i.e., mediators and moderators) that address the specific nature of the trickling 

down of particular leadership behavior are under-addressed. Since middle managers 

both lead and are led, a better understanding of these trickle-down effects is of pivotal 

importance to understand (a) due to which mechanisms and (b) under which boundary 

conditions these managers’ particular leadership behavior is influenced by higher-level 

leadership in the organization (Caughron & Mumford, 2011; DeChurch et al., 2010; 

Uk, Yammarino, Dionne, Sosik, & Koo, 2009; Yang et al., 2010). 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation therefore examines if, how, and when higher-

level superiors’ leadership cascades or trickles down the hierarchy to middle managers. 

Specifically, it focuses on supervisors’ transformational leadership, a frequently 

explored leadership style that is highly relevant for follower and business unit 

performance (Koene, Vogelaar, & Soeters, 2002; Ng, 2016; Wilderom, Van den Berg, 

& Wiersma, 2012). Transformational leaders inspire their followers with a compelling 

vision, show individual consideration, have high performance expectations, and as 

such guide followers to attain future goals by overcoming their self-interests (Bass, 

1999; Podsakoff, Mackenzie, & Bommer, 1996; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & 

Fetter, 1990). 

The chapter focuses on the inherently affective nature of transformational 

behavior (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000) to explicate its potential trickle-down process. 

Theory suggests that transformational leadership can arouse positive emotions in 

followers through affective mechanisms (Ng, 2016; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). 

Empirical studies have indeed linked such leadership behavior with followers’ positive 

moods and emotions (McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002; Menges, Walter, Vogel, 

& Bruch, 2011). Moreover, transformational leadership is at least partially based on 

leaders’ expression of strong positive feelings (e.g., enthusiasm, excitement; Ashforth 

& Humphrey, 1995; Bono & Ilies, 2006). Accordingly, research shows that leaders who 

experience more positive affect themselves are more likely to exhibit such behavior 
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(Erez, Misangyi, Johnson, LePine, & Halverson, 2008; Walter & Bruch, 2009). Hence, 

in this chapter a conceptual model is developed and tested that casts middle managers’ 

positive affect as a key mediating mechanism that links superiors’ transformational 

leadership with middle managers’ respective behavior.

In addition, the chapter examines whether middle managers rely on additional 

cues to determine whether their leaders’ transformational behaviors are sincere. 

Followers often rely on justice perceptions to arrive at such attributions (Colquitt & 

Rodell, 2011). In particular, scholars have argued that transformational leadership 

and organizational justice “must be looked at in tandem, rather than separately” (De 

Cremer, Van Dijke, & Bos, 2007, p. 1809; see also Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004; Van 

Dijke & De Cremer, 2012) since these constructs are inherently related. Based on 

attribution theory (Martinko, Harvey, & Douglas, 2007), it is therefore proposed here 

that middle managers’ justice perceptions may act as a key boundary condition for the 

proposed trickle-down effect of transformational leadership. Empirical research indeed 

shows that followers’ attributions of transformational leaders’ intentionality play an 

important role for the positive effects of this leadership style to unfold (Dasborough & 

Ashkanasy, 2002). 

As such, this dissertation aims to address the complexity of middle managers’ 

dual role as both leader and follower by examining trickle-down effects of 

transformational leadership behavior. Knowledge of middle managers’ dependency on 

their superiors’ leadership and the mechanisms and boundary conditions underlying 

the respective trickle-down effects could help to better examine and understand the 

(leadership) environment that shapes middle managers’ behavior and effectiveness (cf. 

Nielsen & Cleal, 2011).

Dependency on Assigned Objectives: The Goal Challenge

Middle managers’ behavior and effectiveness also depend on the goals they 

must achieve (Shi et al., 2009). One crucial characteristic of middle managers’ position 

is the limited autonomy they have in setting goals and directions for themselves. Their 
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goals are oftentimes cascaded from higher-level management (Kinicki et al., 2011). In 

other words, middle managers rarely have much say in selecting their goals, but they 

have to translate and achieve these goals through their leadership behaviors towards 

their employees. 

Little is known about the implications of such assigned goals for middle 

managers. In particular, knowledge could be expanded on the mechanisms and 

the conditions under which striving for highly difficult goals relates to potentially 

detrimental leadership behaviors and outcomes. Based on goal setting theory (Lee, 

Locke, & Latham, 1989), a broad body of evidence has illustrated the potential benefits 

of well-set goals (e.g., increased individual and organizational performance; Gould, 

1986; Locke & Latham, 2013, 2014). However, recent theory and research suggests that 

overly challenging goals can also can have severe negative outcomes (Ordóñez et al., 

2009). It has been proposed that attaining challenging goals requires focus, motivation, 

effort, and persistence, all of which require considerable resource investments 

(Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007). Overly ambitious goals can therefore induce stress and 

deplete individuals of crucial resources, disabling them from effectively regulating 

their behavior (Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). As such, difficult goals could impair middle 

managers’ motivation and ability to regulate their leadership behavior (Welsh & 

Ordóñez, 2014). In this vein, studies show that middle managers face conflict and 

frustration when top management goals are overly ambitious and support is lacking 

(Dahlsten, Styhre, & Williander, 2005). Moreover, empirical evidence has shown that 

difficult goals relate to cheating, unethical behavior, and stress (Gino, Schweitzer, 

Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Mawritz et al., 2014; Vriend, 2016). 

However, research on the detrimental effects of goals is still in its infancy. 

In particular, the possible detrimental effects of goal setting for middle managers’ 

leadership have rarely been empirically examined. Drawing on conservation of 

resources theory (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 1989), Chapter 3 of this dissertation 

therefore examines how goals that are difficult to attain relate to middle managers’ 

abusive supervision. More specifically, it investigates whether this relationship is 
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mediated by the depletion of middle managers’ emotional resources (cf. Tepper, 2000). 

In addition, the chapter examines how middle managers’ work climate 

perceptions relate to the aforementioned detrimental effects of goal setting. In general, 

the normative standards conveyed through an organization’s overall climate could 

provide external pressure or increased motivation to show or withhold specific behavior 

in the workplace (Arnaud & Schminke, 2011). For example, climate perceptions have 

been linked to organizational deviance (Hsieh & Wang, 2013), but also to unethical 

behavior such as bullying (Bulutlar & Öz, 2009). Accordingly, the chapter investigates 

whether individual perceptions about moral and ethical behavioral norms within the 

organization (Arnaud & Schminke, 2011; Martin & Cullen, 2006) could alter middle 

managers’ motivation to withhold abusive supervision even when faced with difficult 

goals and thus suffering from resource depletion. 

By relating the difficulty of assigned goals to abusive supervision, Chapter 

3 addresses a fundamental dependency challenge middle managers face—namely, 

to strive for externally assigned goals—and relates this challenge to individual and 

organizational outcomes. To this end, the chapter focuses on under-examined but 

specific characteristics of middle managers’ position (i.e. both their assigned goals and 

their work climate perceptions). As such, the aim is to further the understanding of the 

specific mechanisms and boundary conditions that shape middle managers’ leadership 

behavior. 

Job Tenure, Age, and Leadership Behavior: The Career Challenge

Technological, organizational, and demographic developments contribute to 

the prospect of longer job tenure (i.e., increasing time spent in a specific job or position; 

Ng & Feldman, 2013) for middle managers. For example, the reduction of managerial 

layers due to organizational restructuring (Newell & Dopson, 1996) can limit the 

availability of management positions. Similarly, technological innovations such as 

automation (see Frey & Osborne, 2013; Millman & Hartwick, 1987; Stoker, 2006) 

have the potential to substantially reduce the number of available middle management 
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positions. This decreased availability is likely to slow down middle managers’ career 

trajectories, for example by reducing the number of promotions. Moreover, the ageing 

population and the related increasing retirement age may also cause middle managers 

to stay in their positions for longer, simultaneously preventing the entrance of new 

middle managers (see Weigl, Müller, & Hornung, 2014; Zacher, Rosing, Henning, & 

Frese, 2011). Together, these developments are likely to present considerable career 

challenges for middle managers, most prominently manifesting themselves in greater 

periods of time spent in the same job (i.e., longer job tenure) than was common for 

these managers in the past. 

Interestingly, however, little empirical research has examined the possible 

consequences of such increased job tenure for middle managers. In theory, the effects 

of longer job tenure could be either beneficial or harmful (Ng & Feldman, 2013a). On 

the one hand, the more positive perspective on tenure would argue that such increased 

leadership experience relates to higher performance (Avery, Tonidandel, Griffith, & 

Quiñones, 2003). On the other hand, it also seems plausible that middle managers 

could perceive prolonged job tenure as a negative sign of their career progress. In 

particular, they may see this as a violation of their psychological contract with the 

organization (Taylor, Audia, & Gupta, 1996). Such contracts are implicit representations 

of individuals’ expectations of the mutual obligations between themselves and the 

organization (Rousseau, 1995). Besides monetary exchanges (e.g., pay for work), these 

contracts also include implicit exchanges, such as job security or career progress (Bal, 

De Lange, Jansen, & Van der Velde, 2008). As such, increased job tenure could violate 

middle managers’ expectations of career progress and spark pronouncedly negative 

job attitudes. 

Empirical research supports this notion. Perceptions of being stalled, reaching 

a career plateau, or being immobilized in a career have been shown, for instance, 

to be related to negative job attitudes such as decreased commitment and increased 

turnover intent (Allen & Meyer, 1993; Ballout, 2007; Bown-Wilson, 2008; Ference, 

Stoner, & Warren, 1977; Stout, Slocum, & Cron, 1988; Veiga, 1981; Zacher, Ambiel, & 
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Noronha, 2015). Moreover, research has illustrated that middle managers can become 

inflexible, bored, and unchallenged if they stay in their positions for extended periods 

of time (Kass, Vodanovich, & Callender, 2001; Loukidou, Loan-Clarke, & Daniels, 

2009; Miller, 1991). Based on this knowledge, one would expect the overall leadership 

consequences of increasing job tenure among middle managers to be detrimental as 

their job attitudes are likely to suffer, with potential implications for their subsequent 

leadership behavior. 

Corroborating this notion, research on employee behavior shows that violations 

of psychological contracts relate not only to work attitudes but also to work behaviors. 

For example, following such violations, individuals have been found to display their 

disenchantment through counterproductive work behaviors or lowered performance 

(Bal, Chiaburu, & Jansen, 2010; Konovsky & Pugh, 1994). In a similar vein, when 

individuals are satisfied with a job, this may initiate their desire to reciprocate towards 

the organization by contributing more than is expected (e.g. Guest, 2004; Lavelle, Rupp, 

& Brockner, 2007). However, whether comparable behavioral effects can be found for 

middle managers remains unclear. This is empirically tested in this thesis (Chapter 4). 

Finally, the possible outcomes of prolonged job tenure on middle managers’ 

leadership behavior could be dependent on individual differences, since research shows 

that individuals react differently to psychological contract breach (Bal, De Lange, 

Jansen, & Van der Velde, 2013). More specifically, it is expected here that middle 

managers’ age will act as a moderator for this relationship. According to socio-emotional 

selectivity theory (SST), older individuals put greater value on more proximal goals, 

while younger individuals are generally more future-oriented (Carstensen, Fung, & 

Charles, 2003; Reed & Carstensen, 2012). Therefore, especially for younger middle 

managers, being stalled in their position might impact their attitudes more strongly 

than for older middle managers. Hence, addressing age as an important characteristic 

that moderates the relationship between tenure, job attitudes, and leadership behaviors 

could deepen the understanding of the role of middle managers’ tenure. 

Chapter 4 therefore examines how job tenure in a specific middle manager 



29GENERAL INTRODUCTION

position relates to middle managers’ job attitudes, leadership behavior, and performance. 

Drawing on social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), it first examines whether middle 

managers’ job tenure negatively relates to their transformational leadership through 

lowered job satisfaction. Further, to clarify the boundary conditions under which 

middle managers’ job tenure relates to lowered satisfaction, the chapter draws on SST 

(Carstensen, 2006) to introduce the moderating role of a middle manager’s age. In this 

way, the chapter advances an increasingly relevant understanding of the mechanisms 

and boundary conditions that shape middle managers’ leadership and organizational 

outcomes related to increasing job tenure.

OVERALL APPROACH OF THIS DISSERTATION

  All in all, the empirical focus of this dissertation is on three specific challenges 

faced by middle managers. All these challenges are typified by particular forms of 

dependency. Together, the empirical chapters aim to identify and empirically examine 

three gaps in academic research on middle managers. First, Chapter 2 examines the 

specific middle manager challenge of being both a dependent follower and a leader, 

using data gathered at a large retail organization in 2011. Next, Chapter 3 addresses the 

relationship between goals and middle managers’ leadership. Using data collected in 

2012, this chapter investigates relationships between difficult assigned goals and middle 

managers’ leadership and performance. Finally, Chapter 4 examines middle managers’ 

job tenure and its relationship with their leadership and subsequent performance, using 

data gathered in 2013. Thus, for each examination of a middle manager challenge, new 

data were collected. This was done within the same organization each time. 

 Chapter 5 summarizes the findings of these three investigations, reflecting on 

the potential theoretical contributions with regard to middle managers’ challenges. The 

chapter identifies potential avenues for future research while considering the limitations 

of the current empirical work, and discusses the practical implications of the insights 

gathered. Finally, the dissertation concludes with a summary and acknowledgement of 

all those who have made this endeavor possible. 
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AFFECTIVE MECHANINISMS FOR A TRICKLE DOWN EFFECT OF 

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP: THE ROLE OF JUSTICE

ABSTRACT 1

This study examines antecedents of transformational leadership behavior among 

middle managers. It proposes a trickle-down model in which higher-level superiors’ 

transformational leadership shapes middle managers’ respective behavior. Moreover, 

the study examines a key mechanism and contingency factor within this cascading 

relationship. First, considering the inherently affective nature of transformational 

leadership, middle managers’ positive affect is cast as a mediating mechanism. 

Second, drawing on attribution theory, this mediated relationship is proposed to be 

contingent on middle managers’ personalized (i.e., interpersonal and informational) 

justice perceptions. The study thus suggests that superiors’ transformational behavior 

cascades down the hierarchy by promoting middle managers’ positive affect, but that 

this relationship will be more pronounced when these managers also perceive high 

personalized justice. The results from a sample of 443 middle managers and 2,949 

direct subordinates largely support this model, although only informational (and not 

interpersonal) justice acted as boundary condition in the indirect linkage between 

superiors’ and middle managers’ transformational behavior. Hence, this study extends 

the knowledge on the trickle-down effect of transformational leadership and addresses 

calls for more research on both underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions.

1	 This	chapter	is	based	on	Voorn,	B.,	Walter,	F.,	&	Stoker,	J.	I.	(2013,	January).	Affective	Mechanisms	for	a	
Trickle-Down	Effect	of	Transformational	Leadership:	the	Role	of	Justice.	In	Academy	of	Management	Proceedings	(Vol.	
2013,	No.	1,	p.	15834).	Paper	presented	at	the	73rd	Academy	of	Management	Conference	in	Orlando,	USA.
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Middle managers occupy a crucial position within organizations, as they are 

tasked with effectively translating organizational strategies into operational plans 

(Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997; Ren & Guo, 2011; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011; Shi et al., 

2009; Wooldridge et al., 2008), motivating lower-level leaders and employees to work 

towards organizational goals, and facilitating change efforts (Huy, 2002). As such, 

middle managers’ leadership behavior can critically contribute to an organization’s 

success (Shi et al., 2009; Wooldridge et al., 2008). In particular, recent research has 

emphasized that beyond mere operational behaviors (e.g., performance monitoring, 

process execution), middle managers’ transformational leadership (i.e., charismatic, 

visionary, individually supportive, and intellectually stimulating leadership behavior; 

Bass, 1985; Koene et al., 2002; Spreitzer & Quinn, 1996) is crucial to their effectiveness. 

In general, this type of leadership has been linked to increased follower satisfaction, 

motivation, and leader effectiveness (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Moreover, research has 

shown that middle managers’ transformational leadership has the potential to markedly 

increase lower-level employees’ job performance (Yang et al., 2010). Importantly, 

however, there is less clarity about the antecedents of this leadership behavior among 

middle managers (Nielsen & Cleal, 2011). It is therefore important to determine how 

transformational leadership arises among them and how organizations can promote 

such behavior within this pivotal group of leaders.

Compared to top managers and frontline employees, middle managers are in a 

unique organizational position, because they are both leaders and followers at the same 

time (Caughron & Mumford, 2011; Osterman, 2008). Consequently, it seems plausible 

that their superiors’ behavior can have an important influence on their own leadership 

behavior (Caughron & Mumford, 2011; Uk Chun, Yammarino, Dionne, Sosik, & 

Koo, 2009). Theorists have suggested, in particular, that top managers’ role modeling 

of charismatic and transformational leadership may cascade down into the lower 

hierarchical echelons (Waldman & Yammarino, 1999; Yukl, 2013). Nevertheless, as 

Yukl (2013) has observed, empirical research on this issue remains scarce; only a small 

number of studies provide initial evidence of such cascading effects of transformational 
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leadership (Bass et al., 1987; Yang et al., 2010). Moreover, it is important to note that 

the existing research has largely overlooked underlying mechanisms and contingency 

factors of this trickle-down effect. Hence, further investigation is needed to corroborate 

the idea that superiors’ transformational leadership may cascade down the hierarchy 

and, more specifically, to understand why and under what conditions middle managers 

may mirror their superiors’ transformational behavior.

The present study addresses these questions. It focuses on a central aspect 

of transformational leadership—namely its inherently affective nature (Ashkanasy 

& Tse, 2000) —to better explicate its trickle-down process. Theory suggests that 

transformational leadership can emotionally arouse followers and harness their positive 

feelings for the pursuit of common goals (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Ashkanasy & 

Dasborough, 2003). Empirical studies have indeed linked such leadership behavior 

to followers’ positive moods and emotions (McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002; 

Menges et al., 2011). Moreover, transformational leadership is at least partially based 

on leaders’ expression of strong positive feelings (e.g., enthusiasm, excitement; 

Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Bono & Ilies, 2006), and research has shown that 

leaders who experience more positive affect themselves are more likely to exhibit 

such behavior (Erez et al., 2008; Walter & Bruch, 2009). Building on this line of 

research, it is expected here that middle managers’ positive affect (i.e., a mid-range 

affective experience that entails pleasant feelings and falls between momentary, short-

term moods and emotions and stable affective traits; Forgas & George, 2001; George 

& Zhou, 2002) will act as a key mediating mechanism that enables transformational 

leadership’s trickle-down effect, such that superiors’ transformational behavior will 

relate to middle managers’ positive affect which, in turn, will be associated with middle 

managers’ own transformational behavior.

Furthermore, it is proposed in this study that the cascading role of superiors’ 

transformational leadership is contingent upon contextual factors (Pawar & Eastman, 

1997). Scholars have postulated that followers frequently try to determine the intentions 

underlying their leaders’ actions to ensure favorable personal outcomes (Balkundi, 
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Kilduff, & Harrison, 2011; Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002; Martinko et al., 2007). 

Hence, it seems likely that followers will assess a transformational leader’s intentions 

before engaging emotionally with him or her, such that followers’ affective reactions may 

hinge on their specific interpretations of a leader’s transformational acts (Dasborough & 

Ashkanasy, 2002). Furthermore, research in the fields of organizational justice (Colquitt 

& Rodell, 2011) and attribution theory (Martinko et al., 2007) suggests that followers’ 

justice perceptions may play an important role in these interpretations. Organizational 

justice is defined as “the degree to which individuals believe the outcomes they receive 

and the ways they are treated within organizations are fair, equitable, and in line with 

expected moral and ethical standards” (Cole, Bernerth, Walter, & Holt, 2010, p. 387). 

Scholars have emphasized a “natural connection” (Colquitt & Greenberg, 2003, p. 

196) between leadership and organizational justice, arguing that leaders’ effectiveness 

is strongly determined by followers’ justice perceptions. 

The present study therefore incorporates organizational justice as a key 

contingency factor, postulating that middle managers’ affective responses towards 

their superiors’ transformational leadership behavior will critically hinge on their 

justice perceptions. In line with the notion that informational and interpersonal justice 

in particular reflect personalized fairness dimensions used to assess the actions of 

leaders as agents of the organization (Bies, 2005; Cropanzano, Prehar, & Chen, 2002; 

Masterson, Lewis, Goldman, & Taylor, 2000), it is proposed here that these two justice 

dimensions critically shape the trickle-down process of transformational leadership 

through followers’ positive affect. Informational justice reflects communication-

related fairness, including the degree to which individuals perceive that they receive 

adequate, timely, and open information from organizational authorities (Colquitt, 

2001; Greenberg, 1990b), whereas interpersonal justice refers to perceptions of fair 

treatment (e.g., respect, consideration) by organizational authorities (Bies & Moag, 

1984). 

These considerations lead to an overall conceptual model (see Figure 2.1) 

proposing that (a) superiors’ transformational behavior cascades down the hierarchy 
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by promoting middle managers’ positive affect, and that (b) this indirect relationship 

depends on middle managers’ perceptions of informational and interpersonal justice. 

In the present study, this mediated moderation model is empirically examined using 

a sample of 443 middle managers and 2,949 direct subordinates from a large retail 

company. In doing so, the aim is to contribute to the leadership literature in various 

ways. First, this study addresses calls for empirical evidence to strengthen confidence 

in the proposed trickle-down effect of transformational leadership (Bass et al., 1987; 

Yukl, 2013). In particular, the objective is to promote a better understanding of this 

cascading relationship by examining positive affect as a potential mediating mechanism 

(cf. Yang et al., 2010). Moreover, by integrating justice perceptions, the proposed 

model adds an important contextual component, explicating when the trickle-down 

effect of transformational leadership is more or less pronounced. By doing so, this 

study also addresses recent calls to more clearly integrate the fields of justice and 

(transformational) leadership (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; De Cremer, 2006; Van 

Knippenberg, De Cremer, & Van Knippenberg, 2007; Wo et al., 2015). 

FIGURE 2.1

The Proposed Conceptual Model
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Transformational Leadership and Positive Affect

Theorists have argued that transformational leadership is an inherently emotional 

leadership style that may arouse followers’ positive affect (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; 

Bass, 1985, 1986, 1999). Using this leadership style, leaders aim to inspire followers 

by acting as charismatic role models, communicating a compelling vision, addressing 

followers’ individual needs, and intellectually stimulating followers (Bass, 1985; 

Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). In particular, transformational 

leaders’ inspirational motivation is based on articulating an optimistic, positive vision 

for the future of their work unit, which may instill optimism and inspiration among 

followers and foster the acceptance and pursuit of shared goals (Podsakoff et al., 1990). 

Hence, this type of behavior may align work tasks with followers’ personal interests 

and values, thereby nurturing followers’ positive feelings about their work (Bono & 

Judge, 2003). 

Similarly, transformational leaders’ idealized influence or charisma is based on 

the communication of strong positive emotionality (e.g., enthusiasm and excitement; 

Bono & Ilies, 2006). This emotionality is likely to be transferred to followers, for 

instance through processes of emotional contagion (Sy, Côté, & Saavedra, 2005). In 

this vein, empirical research has shown that displaying positive, charismatic behavior 

arouses more positive affect among followers (Bono & Ilies, 2006). 

Finally, by showing individualized consideration for each follower, 

transformational leaders enable followers’ personal growth and show their respect for 

these followers, inducing a sense of security that fosters belonging, trust, collective 

identity, and meaningfulness (Bass & Avolio, 1997; Bass, 1985; Shamir, House, & 

Arthur, 1993; Podsakoff et al., 1990). This is likely to promote followers’ feelings of 

content, optimism, and enthusiasm about the future (McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 

2002). Accordingly, a broad body of literature has linked considerate types of leadership 

behaviors with followers’ positive attitudes and feelings at work (e.g., Gooty, Connelly, 

Griffith, & Gupta, 2010).
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Consistent with this logic, an increasing amount of empirical research has 

emerged that demonstrates positive linkages between transformational leadership and 

followers’ positive moods and emotions (Bono, Foldes, Vinson, & Muros, 2007; Erez 

et al., 2008; McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002; Menges et al., 2011; Tsai, Chen, 

& Cheng, 2009). Hence, a similar association is anticipated here between superiors’ 

transformational leadership behavior and middle managers’ positive affect at work.

Hypothesis 1: Superiors’ transformational leadership behavior will positively 

relate to middle managers’ positive affect.

Besides theory and research on the role of transformational leadership in 

followers’ positive affect, theorists have argued that leaders’ own positive affect can 

function as an important antecedent of transformational leadership behavior (Ashkanasy 

& Tse, 2000; Erez et al., 2008; Joseph, Dhanani, Shen, McHugh, & McCord, 2015; 

Walter & Bruch, 2009). This argumentation is based, for example, on the affect infusion 

model (AIM; Forgas, 2000), which suggests that affectively loaded information can 

enter individuals’ cognitive processes and consequently shape behavioral outcomes in 

a mood-congruent direction. As such, affective states may critically influence different 

kinds of organizational behavior, including leadership behaviors (Forgas & George, 

2001). 

Specifically, studies show that positive affective experiences promote 

individuals’ recall of positive information (Bower, 1991; Bower & Forgas, 2001) and 

lead individuals to think about the future in a more idealized and optimistic manner 

(Blascovich & Mendes, 2000; George, 1995). It seems plausible, then, that leaders 

experiencing positive affect at work are likely to think and act accordingly. In other 

words, they are particularly likely to formulate and communicate a positive, optimistic, 

and inspirational vision, which is an important characteristic of transformational 

leadership (Awamleh & Gardner, 1999; Jin et al., 2016). Similarly, research has linked 

positive affect with greater interest in others (Jones & George, 1998) and with increases 
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in helpful and pro-social acts (George & Brief, 1992; Spector & Fox, 2002; Tsai, Chen, 

& Liu, 2007). These tendencies may enable leaders who experience positive affect to 

more frequently and convincingly demonstrate individually considerate behaviors—

one of the dimensions of transformational leadership—towards followers (cf. Bass, 

1985). 

Moreover, scholars have shown that positive affect facilitates individuals’ 

proactive attitudes and assertiveness (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2007), promotes greater risk-

taking (Yuen & Lee, 2003), and strengthens individuals’ creativity (Lyubomirsky, King, 

& Diener, 2005; Madjar, Oldham, & Pratt, 2002). As such, leaders experiencing positive 

affect at work are more likely to engage in the bold, charismatic, and intellectually 

stimulating behaviors that also form defining elements of transformational leadership 

(Conger & Kanungo, 1987, 1998; Podsakoff et al., 1990). 

In this vein, empirical studies have linked leaders’ experiences of positive 

affect in the workplace with enhanced transformational leadership behavior (Bono & 

Ilies, 2006; Chi et al., 2011; Walter & Bruch, 2007). Hence, taking the aforementioned 

theoretical and empirical points into consideration, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: Middle managers’ positive affect will positively relate to their 

transformational leadership behavior.

As outlined before, Hypothesis 1 predicts a positive relationship between 

superiors’ transformational leadership behavior and middle managers’ positive affect. 

Hypothesis 2, in turn, predicts a positive relationship between middle managers’ positive 

affect and their own transformational leadership. Taken together, these notions specify a 

mediation model in which superiors’ transformational leadership may cascade down the 

organizational hierarchy by promoting middle managers’ positive affective experiences. 

Importantly, this proposed pattern of mediation integrates previous research that has 

treated positive affect either as an outcome (e.g., Erez et al., 2008; McColl-Kennedy 

& Anderson, 2002) or as an antecedent of transformational leadership (e.g. Walter & 
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Bruch, 2007, 2009), casting middle managers’ positive affective experiences in the 

workplace as a key generative mechanism for transformational leadership’s trickle-

down effect (cf. Bass et al., 1987; Yang et al., 2010). Hence, the following is proposed:

Hypothesis 3: Middle managers’ positive affect will mediate the relationship 

between superiors’ and middle managers’ transformational leadership 

behaviors.

The Moderating Role of Organizational Justice Perceptions

Attributions play a key role when studying leadership behavior (Balkundi et 

al., 2011; Martinko, Harvey, Sikora, & Douglas, 2011; Pastor, Meindl, & Mayo, 2002; 

Popper, 2011). In general, attribution theory proposes that people strive to reduce 

uncertainty and make sense of others’ actions by developing hypotheses on their 

underlying intentions. In doing so, individuals act as “naïve psychologists, trying to 

ascertain the causes of positive and negative outcomes” (Martinko et al., 2007, p. 562). 

Scholars have drawn on this theoretical lens to explicate how followers interpret the 

causes of their leaders’ actions (Bauman, 2013; Martinko, Harvey, & Douglas, 2007; 

Heider, 1958). 

Specifically, followers may make attributions regarding their leaders’ goals and 

intentions because leaders play an important role in determining followers’ outcomes 

(Martinko et al., 2007). It has been proposed that due to a lack of elaborate, tangible 

information, followers often rely on general justice perceptions to arrive at these 

attributions (Colquitt et al., 2011; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Followers use 

these perceptions to interpret their leader’s past actions and develop expectations 

regarding his or her future behavior, thus shaping their reactions towards specific 

leadership styles (Van den Bos et al., 1998). Dasborough and Ashkanasy (2002) suggest 

that followers’ attributions of transformational leaders’ intentions in particular can 

critically shape the effects of this leadership style. 

Drawing from this theoretical background, it is suggested here that middle 
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managers will rely on organizational justice perceptions to interpret their transformational 

leaders’ intentions. These perceptions should therefore moderate transformational 

leadership’s affective consequences for middle managers. In line with contemporary 

research, this study distinguishes between different dimensions of organizational justice 

(Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt & Shaw, 2005; Judge & Colquitt, 2004). First, informational 

justice reflects communication-related fairness, including the degree to which individuals 

perceive that they receive adequate, timely, and open information from organizational 

authorities (Colquitt, 2001; Greenberg, 1990b). Second, interpersonal justice refers to 

perceptions of fair treatment (e.g., respect, consideration) by organizational authorities 

(Bies & Moag, 1984). Thirdly, distributive justice assesses the perceived fairness of 

decision-making outcomes (Adams, 1965). Finally, procedural justice focuses on 

individuals’ perceptions of fairness in the processes that lead to decisions (Leventhal, 

1980). Scholars have described informational and interpersonal justice perceptions in 

particular as leader-directed or personalized, depicting the degree of fairness inherent in 

a follower’s specific interactions with his or her leader as an agent of the organization 

(Cropanzano & Ambrose, 2001; Karriker & Williams, 2007; Olkkonen & Lipponen, 

2006). In contrast, distributive and procedural justice have been described as systemic, 

such that they are typically attributed to the organization as a whole instead of to a 

specific, individual leader (Beugre & Baron, 2001; Colquitt & Rodell, 2011). 

Empirical research shows that personalized justice perceptions are particularly 

important in shaping followers’ views of their leaders’ consistency, integrity, 

benevolence, and trustworthiness (Colquitt & Rodell, 2011; Lance Frazier, Johnson, 

Gavin, Gooty, & Bradley Snow, 2010). Therefore, Colquitt et al.’s (2011) suggestions 

are followed here and it is postulated that for followers, informational and interpersonal 

justice perceptions are especially valuable as indicators of a leader’s intentions, and 

thus may be highly relevant as moderators of transformational leadership. Hence, the 

following sections elaborate on the moderating role of informational and interpersonal 

justice in the linkage between superiors’ transformational leadership and middle 

managers’ positive affect.
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The Role of Informational Justice

Informational justice is based on leaders communicating in a timely, candid, 

and thorough way with followers (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt & Rodell, 2015), and 

these justice perceptions are believed here to be a vital element for the functioning of 

many of the key behaviors associated with transformational leadership. For example, 

transformational leaders inspire followers by proclaiming a compelling vision (i.e., 

inspirational motivation; Bass 1985). However, followers’ attributions of this vision’s 

credibility are likely to hinge on the extent to which it is conveyed in an open, truthful, 

and timely manner (Baum, Locke, & Kirkpatrick, 1998; Kouzes & Posner, 1993). 

Thus, followers may find it difficult to fully understand, accept, and trust their leader’s 

espoused vision if these basic communicative requirements are not sufficiently met 

(Baum et al., 1998). As such, a lack of informational justice could diminish the positive 

relation of this key element of superiors’ transformational leadership with middle 

managers’ positive affect. In contrast, middle managers may develop more positive 

attributions of superiors’ intentions when a transformational leader shares his or her 

vision in a particularly open, timely, and truthful manner. 

In a similar vein, it is probable that the positive relation between superiors’ 

individually considerate behavior and middle managers’ positive affect hinges on the 

degree of informational justice. Cho and Dansereau (2010, p. 411) have argued, for 

instance, that leaders’ supportive behavior will only have positive effects “when the 

follower perceives the support as legitimate.” Specifically, transformational superiors 

who demonstrate personal attention but fail to explain key decisions in an open and 

timely way may be perceived as acting inconsistently, thus diminishing their potential 

benefits for middle managers’ positive affect (cf. El Akremi et al., 2010). In contrast, 

if individually considerate superiors do inform their middle managers in a timely and 

open manner, this consistency could further induce trust and thus positive affect among 

middle managers. 

Finally, the idealized influence of a transformational leader has been argued to 

depend on the leader acting as a role model with high moral standards (cf. Zhu, Riggio, 
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Avolio, & Sosik, 2011). Thus, it again appears critical that a leader’s respective behavior 

be perceived as consistent with his or her espoused values (Bacha & Walker, 2013; 

Kouzes & Posner, 1993; Simons, 1999, 2002; Simons, Palanski, & Treviño, 2013). 

It therefore seems logical that followers respond more positively to transformational 

leaders’ idealized influence when they also perceive these leaders as providing honest 

and thorough information. Indeed, scholars have found that leaders’ informational 

justice can instigate followers’ trust in them, supposedly due to stronger affective ties 

(Colquitt & Rodell, 2011). 

Following this logic, it is suggested here that the positive relationship between 

superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ positive affect may hinge 

on superiors’ ability to provide informational justice. It is therefore postulated that this 

relationship depends on middle managers’ attributions of informational justice, with 

informational justice perceptions thus serving as a key moderator of the relationship 

between superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ positive affect:

Hypothesis 4a: Middle managers’ informational justice perceptions will 

moderate the positive relationship between superiors’ transformational 

leadership behavior and middle managers’ positive affect. This relationship 

will be stronger when middle managers perceive higher rather than lower 

informational justice.

The Role of Interpersonal Justice

Interpersonal justice is characterized by treating others with respect and propriety 

(Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt & Rodell, 2015), with truth and human dignity at its core (Bies, 

1987, 2015). Scholars have suggested that leaders showing interpersonal justice signal 

that they genuinely care about the welfare of their followers (i.e., benevolence; Colquitt 

& Rodell, 2011; Lance Frazier et al., 2010). It is therefore argued in this study that 

interpersonal justice is crucial to fully yield the benefits of transformational leadership.

First, transformational leaders’ individually considerate behavior entails 
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treating followers in a developmental, sensitive, and supportive manner (Bass, 1985; 

Podsakoff et al., 1990). Such behavior is likely to have little credibility if, at the same 

time, a lack of interpersonal justice makes it evident that a leader does not truly respect 

or empathize with his or her followers (Bies & Moag, 1984; Greenberg, 1990a, 1990b, 

1993a, 1993b). Middle managers might interpret this discrepancy as egoistic and 

insincere and, as a result, they may feel that they are being used instrumentally and 

deceived (cf. Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002). 

In a similar vein, transformational leaders’ charismatic role modeling (i.e. 

idealized influence) entails acting in ways that followers would like to emulate and 

with which they would want to identify (Walumbwa & Hartnell, 2011). However, to 

ensure that such leadership is trustworthy and sincere, followers are likely to look 

for additional behavioral cues (cf. Colquitt & Rodell, 2011; Krasikova et al., 2013; 

Van den Bos et al., 1998). Thus, when middle managers perceive their superiors to 

be charismatic and inspirational, yet these managers themselves are treated without 

respect and propriety at the same time, this lack of interpersonal injustice could limit 

the positive effects of supervisors’ transformational leadership. In this case, it is likely 

that middle managers will perceive their superiors’ overall behavior to be incongruent 

with their own personal treatment. All in all, it is therefore proposed that the potentially 

positive affective consequences of a transformational superior’s behavior are unlikely 

to be realized under conditions of low interpersonal justice. When interpersonal justice 

is higher, by contrast, the relationship between superiors’ transformational leadership 

and middle managers’ positive affect may materialize more fully:

Hypothesis 4b: Middle managers’ interpersonal justice perceptions will 

moderate the positive relationship between superiors’ transformational 

leadership behavior and middle managers’ positive affect. This relationship 

will be stronger when middle managers perceive higher rather than lower 

interpersonal justice.
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Assuming that informational and interpersonal justice moderate the relationship 

between superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ positive affect 

(i.e., Hypotheses 4a and 4b), it is argued here that these justice dimensions will also 

conditionally influence the trickle-down relationship between superiors’ and middle 

managers’ transformational leadership through middle managers’ positive affect (i.e., 

Hypothesis 3). A pattern of moderated mediation is therefore anticipated, as depicted 

in Figure 2.1. Because a stronger relationship is expected between transformational 

leadership and positive affect under conditions of higher rather than lower informational 

and interpersonal justice, it is also expected that the conditional indirect linkage between 

superiors’ and middle managers’ transformational leadership will be more pronounced 

under conditions of higher informational and interpersonal justice.

Hypothesis 5: Middle managers’ informational (H5a) and interpersonal (H5b) 

justice perceptions will moderate the positive, indirect relationship between 

superiors’ and middle managers’ transformational leadership behaviors 

(through middle managers’ positive affect). This indirect relation will be more 

pronounced under conditions of higher rather than lower informational and 

interpersonal justice. 

METHOD

Participants

This study’s sample consisted of middle managers and their direct reports from 

an international retail company. This company operates a large number of retail stores 

in Europe and the US through various subsidiaries. The middle managers in the sample 

were store managers responsible for operating food retail stores located throughout 

the Netherlands. Their responsibilities included making assortment adjustments, local 

promotions and sponsorships, and human resource tasks such as recruitment, training, 

and retention. As such, the middle managers in our sample had frequent (typically 

daily) face-to-face contact with their direct reports. The latter were generally first-line 
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supervisors who led different store departments as well as senior employees. Middle 

managers reported to one district manager (i.e., superior). On average, geographical 

districts consisted of around 25 stores per superior. As such, superiors were tasked with 

the operational responsibility for each district, ranging from staffing stores with middle 

managers, to incident management and regional strategy. 

Procedures

Data for this study were gathered near the end of 2011, as part of a larger multi-

wave investigation. First, all managers were informed about the data collection through 

company emails and general meetings. Next, middle managers received an email with 

further explanation, a specific invitation to participate (e.g. with details on how to 

contact the researchers in case of technical problems, and frequently asked questions), 

and a link to an online survey. In this survey, middle managers rated their superiors’ 

transformational leadership behavior as well as their own affect and justice perceptions. 

Subsequently, between 7 and 12 (based on store size) direct subordinates were randomly 

selected. These subordinates received an email with an invitation to participate and a 

link to the subordinate survey, measuring middle managers’ transformational leadership. 

All participants were guaranteed confidentiality and were ensured that their responses 

would only be reported in an aggregated format. Middle managers’ and subordinates’ 

surveys were matched based on the participants’ store numbers.

To be included in the study, a middle manager had to satisfy three criteria (cf. 

Rubin et al., 2005): (a) he or she had to have worked for his or her superior for at least 

six months; (b) at least two subordinates had to provide ratings for his or her leadership 

behavior; and (c) he or she had to complete his or her own survey. Of the targeted 

participants, 443 middle managers (response rate = 76%) met these criteria. On average, 

these middle managers were 43 years old (SD = 9.15). Their organizational tenure was 

18 years (SD = 11.73), and 87% were male. Moreover, a total of 2,949 subordinates (out 

of 4,190 subordinates invited to participate for these middle managers; response rate = 

70%) provided responses, for an average of 6.66 respondents per middle manager (SD = 
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1.66). The subordinates’ average age was 32 years (SD = 11.53), and 56.8% were male. 

Their average organizational tenure was 12.16 years (SD = 9.10), and their average 

tenure with their current middle manager was 2.40 (SD = 1.85) years.

Measures

The present study was conducted in the Netherlands, and respondents varied in 

their ability to comprehend English. Hence, all survey items were translated to Dutch 

using a back-translation procedure. 

Superiors’ transformational leadership. Middle managers rated their superiors’ 

transformational leadership using Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) 23-item measure, which has 

been used widely in previous research (Rubin et al., 2005; Van der Kam, Janssen, Van 

der Vegt, & Stoker, 2014; Walter & Bruch, 2010; Wang, Law, Hackett, & Chen, 2005). 

All items were collapsed into an overall transformational leadership score following 

prior studies (e.g., Bommer et al., 2004; Rubin et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2010). Middle 

managers rated their direct superior on respective behaviors on a 5-point Likert scale (1 

= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree); sample items include “leads by example” and 

“encourages employees to be team players.” Cronbach’s alpha was .92.

Middle managers’ positive affect. Middle managers’ positive affect was 

measured using nine items from the Job-Related Affective Well-Being Scale (JAWS; Van 

Katwyk, Fox, Spector, & Kelloway, 2000). Middle managers rated the extent to which 

they generally experienced nine positive feelings at work (e.g., enthusiasm, relaxation, 

calmness, satisfaction). Ratings were given on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = 

extremely often or always). Cronbach’s alpha was .85.

Organizational justice. Middle managers’ organizational justice perceptions 

were captured using Colquitt’s (2001) four-dimensional measure using a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = to a small extent, 5 = to a large extent). Both informational and interpersonal 

justice were measured using three items, with a prefix stating that the following questions 

addressed decision-making and resource allocation procedures, and additionally that 

“the following questions are about your direct superior, applying the aforementioned 
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processes” (sample item for informational justice: “Were explanations regarding these 

procedures reasonable?”; sample item for interpersonal justice: “Has he/she treated you 

with dignity?”). Reliability estimates were α = .81 for informational justice, and α = .91 

for interpersonal justice. 

For the sake of completeness, this study followed suggestions to include all 

four justice dimensions in the data gathering process (Colquitt & Rodell, 2015; De 

Cremer et al., 2007). Procedural justice was measured using four items, with a prefix 

explicating that the items referred to procedures and policies of the organization as 

applied by the respective middle manager’s direct superior in making decisions about 

wages, promotions, and rewards (Cole et al., 2010). An example item is, “Are these 

procedures being applied consistently?” Distributive justice perceptions were measured 

using three items, with a prefix indicating that the respective items referred to the 

outcomes of organizational procedures (sample item: “Is the outcome justified, given 

your performance?”). Reliability estimates were α = .72 for procedural justice, and α = 

.93 for distributive justice.

Middle managers’ transformational leadership. Subordinates provided ratings 

of their direct supervisor’s (i.e., middle manager’s) transformational leadership, again 

using Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) 23-item measure with a 5-point response scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Again, all items were collapsed into an overall 

transformational leadership score following prior studies (e.g., Bommer et al., 2004; 

Rubin et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2010). Cronbach’s alpha was .96. In line with previous 

research (e.g., Peterson, Walumbwa, Byron, & Myrowitz, 2008), multiple subordinate 

ratings referring to the same middle manager were aggregated. The appropriateness of 

this aggregation was assessed by calculating interrater agreement (rwg(j)) and interrater 

reliability (ICC) statistics (Bliese, 2000). These values surpassed common standards, 

with median rwg(j) = .98, ICC1 = .26 (p < .01), and ICC2 = .60.

Control variables. Middle managers’ gender was controlled for (1 = male, 2 = 

female), because previous research has demonstrated reliable (albeit moderate) gender 

differences in transformational leadership behavior (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van 
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Engen, 2003). Since age might influence both transformational leadership (Barbuto & 

Burbach, 2006) and positive affect (Reed & Carstensen, 2012; Scheibe & Carstensen, 

2010), middle managers’ age was also included as a control variable. Moreover, the 

number of employees per store was used as proxy to control for store size and complexity 

(Koene et al., 2002). Finally, as previously noted, procedural and distributive justice 

perceptions were controlled for as well (cf. Colquitt & Rodell, 2011, 2015; De Cremer 

et al., 2007).

Data Analyses

Given that the middle manager data are nested within those of superiors (on 

average, 15 middle managers reported to the same superior), it is possible that the middle 

managers’ responses belonging to the same superior are non-independent. To examine 

this possibility, one-way analyses of variance on the dependent variables (i.e., middle 

managers’ positive affect and transformational leadership behavior) were computed. 

Non-significant F values suggested that no clustering effects were present at the superior 

level (Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese, 2004), so there was no need to employ multilevel methods 

(Hofmann, Griffin, & Gavin, 2000; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998). OLS regression 

was therefore used to test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4. Nonetheless, the hypotheses were 

also explored using multilevel methods. As expected, multilevel results closely mirrored 

OLS regression results (the results can be obtained by contacting the first author). 

 Hypothesis 3 suggests an indirect relationship between superior and middle 

manager transformational leadership through positive affect, and Hypothesis 5 suggests 

that this indirect relationship is conditional on middle managers’ informational and 

interpersonal justice perceptions (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007; Preacher & Hayes, 

2004). The bootstrapping methods described by Hayes (2012) were used to test these 

hypotheses, therewith avoiding conceptual and mathematical limitations associated 

with traditional (moderated) mediation approaches (Preacher, Curran, & Bauer, 2006; 

Preacher et al., 2007; Preacher & Hayes, 2004b). This procedure estimates bootstrap 

95%-confidence intervals around a conditional indirect relationship (at high [+1 SD], 
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intermediate [Mean], and low [-1 SD] levels of the moderators for Hypothesis 5). All 

independent variables were standardized prior to the analyses (Aiken & West, 1991).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Table 2.1 presents the means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations between 

all study variables. Providing initial support for Hypotheses 1 to 3, positive correlations 

were found between superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ 

positive affect (r = .33, p < .01), and between middle managers’ positive affect and their 

transformational leadership (r = .17, p < .01). Following Becker (2005), the hypotheses 

tests did not include controls that are uncorrelated with the dependent variable. Hence, 

given the results presented in Table 2.1, only gender and number of employees were 

included as controls.

Further, confirmatory factor analyses were used to assess the factor structure 

and discriminant validity of the focal study variables. Given that middle managers 

rated their superiors’ transformational leadership behavior as well as their own justice 

perceptions and positive affect, a model was estimated that depicted these variables as 

six correlated, first-order factors (i.e., one transformational leadership factor, four justice 

factors, and one positive affect factor).1  This model yielded acceptable fit to the data 

(χ2 = 1030.75, df = 335, p < .001; CFI = .893; RMSEA = .068, 90% CI = .064 to .073). 

The factor loading for each item on its corresponding factor was significant at p < .001, 

indicating convergent validity (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). The fit of all possible five-

factor models was also examined by restricting the respective latent factor correlations 

between any two constructs to unity, as was the fit of a one-factor model. All of these 

models fit the data significantly worse than the hypothesized six-factor model (p < .001), 

suggesting discriminant validity.

1 Individual	items	were	used	as	manifest	indicators	of	the	four	justice	dimensions	and	positive	affect.	Further,	
to improve the parameter-to-observation ratio, item parcels were used (cf. Hall, Snell, & Foust, 1999) based on the 
subdimensions	of	transformational	leadership	specified	by	Podsakoff	and	colleagues	(1990)	as	manifest	indicators	of	
transformational leadership.
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Hypotheses Testing

 Supporting Hypothesis 1, Table 2.2 reveals a positive association between 

superiors’ transformational leadership behavior and middle managers’ positive affect, 

even after considering control variables and all four organizational justice dimensions 

(B = .15, p < .05). Moreover, consistent with Hypothesis 2, Table 2.3 shows that middle 

managers’ positive affect and middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior 

were positively related (B = .16, p < .01). The bootstrap results (Preacher & Hayes, 

2004a) corroborated the indirect relationship indicated by this pattern of linkages, with 

middle managers’ positive affect mediating the association between superiors’ and 

middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior (indirect relationship = .022). 

In line with Hypothesis 3, the bootstrap 95% confidence interval around this indirect 

relationship did not contain zero (CI = .007, .044). 

Hypotheses 4a and 4b suggested that informational and interpersonal justice 

moderate the relationship between superiors’ transformational leadership behavior 

and middle managers’ positive affect. To test these hypotheses, the interaction terms 

between superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ informational 

and interpersonal justice perceptions were entered in the regression equation 

predicting middle managers’ positive affect, along with control variables and main 

effects. The interaction term for informational justice was found to be significant (B 

= .18, p < .01; see Table 2.3). As shown in Figure 2.2 (cf. Aiken & West, 1991), the 

positive relationship between transformational leadership and positive affect was more 

pronounced under conditions of higher rather than lower informational justice. Hence, 

Hypothesis 4a was supported. In contrast, the interaction term for interpersonal justice 

was not statistically significant (B =  .02, p = ns; see Table 2.3), so Hypothesis 4b was 

rejected.
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TABLE 2.1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations 

Variable M SD  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

1. Middle Manager Age 43.23 9.17           

2. Middle Manager Gender 1.13 0.34  .27**         

3. Number of Employees 142.62 57.88  .14** -.12*        

4. Superior TFL 3.63 0.57  -.14** .01 -.10       

5. Middle Manager Positive Affect 3.85 0.55  .00 .05 .03 .33**      

6. Informational Justice 3.95 0.75  -.05 -.01 -.04 .60** .32**     

7. Interpersonal Justice 4.47 0.70  -.11* .05 -.08 .52** .28** .59**    

8. Procedural Justice 3.30 0.75  -.03 -.02 .00 .45** .36** .45** .39**   

9. Distributive Justice 3.41 0.97  .03 .04 .06 .27** .22** .27** .23** .37**  

8. Middle Manager TFL 3.61 0.36  -.07 .14** .15** .08 .17** .07 .02 .06 .01 

Note. N = 443.  
* p  < .05, ** p < .01. TFL = transformational leadership behavior. 

TABLE 2.1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations 
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TABLE 2.2

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Middle Manager Positive Affect 

TABLE 2.2 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Middle Manager Positive Affect  

 Positive Affect 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Middle Manager Gender .05 (.05) .06 (.05) .06 (.04) .06 (.04) 

Number of Employees .04 (.05) .07 (.05) .06 (.04) .06 (.04) 

Superior TFL  .34 (.05)** .13 (.06)** .15 (.06)* 

Informational Justice   .09 (.06) .13 (.06)* 

Interpersonal Justice   .06 (.05) .09 (.06) 

Procedural Justice   .21 (.05)** .20 (.05)** 

Distributive Justice   .06 (.05) .07 (.05) 

Superior TFL * Informational Justice    .18 (.05)** 

Superior TFL * Interpersonal Justice    -.02 (.05) 

Positive Affect     

ΔR² .00 .11** .07** .04** 

R² (adjusted R²) .00 (.00) .11 (.11)** .18 (.17)** .22 (.21)** 

Note. N = 443. Unstandardized parameter estimates are reported, standard errors in brackets. TFL = 
transformational leadership behavior. * p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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TABLE 2.3

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on 

Middle Manager Transformational Leadership Behavior

TABLE 2.3 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on  

Middle Manager Transformational Leadership Behavior 

 Middle Manager TFL 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Middle Manager Gender .16 (.05)** .16 (.05)** .15 (.05)** 

Number of Employees .17 (.05)** .18 (.05)** .17 (.05)** 

Superior TFL  .09 (.06) .07 (.06) 

Informational Justice  .08 (.07) .06 (.07) 

Interpersonal Justice  -.11 (.07) -.12 (.07) 

Procedural Justice  .04 (.06) .01 (.06) 

Distributive Justice  -.04 (.05) -.05 (.05) 

Superior TFL x Informational Justice  .10 (.06) .07 (.06) 

Superior TFL x Interpersonal Justice  -.10 (.06) -.09 (.06) 

Positive Affect   .16 (.05)** 

ΔR² .05** .02 .02** 

R² (adjusted R²) .05 (.04)** .07 (.05)** .09 (.07)** 

Note. N = 443. Unstandardized parameter estimates are reported, standard errors in brackets.  
TFL = transformational leadership behavior. * p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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Hypothesis 5 predicted that informational and interpersonal justice moderate 

the indirect relationship between superiors’ and middle managers’ transformational 

leadership behavior through middle managers’ positive affect. As shown in Table 2.4, 

the findings indicated a significant, conditional indirect relationship between superiors’ 

and middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior through positive affect at 

higher values of informational justice (i.e., 1 SD above the mean; conditional indirect 

effect = .058, 95% CI = .019, .116). Under conditions of lower informational justice, 

this indirect relationship did not reach statistical significance, as illustrated by the 

bootstrap confidence interval containing zero (estimate = .015, 95% CI= -.002, .053). 

This pattern of findings supports Hypothesis 5a. By contrast, given that Hypothesis 

4b—which predicted a moderating role of interpersonal justice between superiors’ 

transformational leadership and positive affect—was not supported, interpersonal 

justice did not moderate the indirect linkage between superiors’ and middle managers’ 

transformational leadership through positive affect. Therefore, Hypothesis 5b was 

rejected.2

2 The roles of the systemic justice components (i.e. procedural and distributive justice) were also examined for 
exploratory	purposes	(cf.	Colquitt	&	Rodell,	2011,	2015;	De	Cremer	et	al.,	2007).	Procedural	justice	related	positively	
to	middle	managers’	positive	affect,	as	shown	in	Table	2.2.	However,	no	further	relationships	of	the	systemic	justice	
perceptions	with	middle	managers’	positive	affect	or	transformational	leadership	were	found.	In	addition,	the	study	
explored	sequential	mediation	patterns	of	the	relationship	of	superior	transformational	leadership,	via	informational	jus-
tice,	with	middle	managers’	transformational	leadership	through	middle	managers’	positive	affect.	No	indication	of	such	
relationships was found. Yet, future longitudinal research could further investigate these causal patterns.
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TABLE 2.4

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Superior Transformational Leadership with 

Middle Manager Transformational Leadership Through Positive Affect

TABLE 2.4

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Superior Transformational Leadership 

with Middle Manager Transformational Leadership Through Positive Affect 

Informational Justice Indirect Relationship Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

-1SD .015 .013 -.002 .053 

Median .037 .018  .010 .080 

+1SD .058 .024  .019 .116 

Note. N = 443. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. 
SE = standard error. LL = lower limit. CI = confidence interval. UL = upper limit. 
Covariates included: Middle Manager Gender and Number of Employees 
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Middle Manager Positive Affect Predicted by Superior Transformational 

Leadership, Moderated by Informational Justice 
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Middle Manager Positive Affect Predicted by Superior Transformational 

Leadership, Moderated by Informational Justice
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Conditional Indirect Relationship of Superior Transformational Leadership 

with Middle Manager Transformational Leadership Through Positive Affect 

Informational Justice Indirect Relationship Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

-1SD .015 .013 -.002 .053 

Median .037 .018  .010 .080 

+1SD .058 .024  .019 .116 

Note. N = 443. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. 
SE = standard error. LL = lower limit. CI = confidence interval. UL = upper limit. 
Covariates included: Middle Manager Gender and Number of Employees 

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate the trickle-down effect of 

transformational leadership from superiors onto middle managers and to examine 

its underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions. The results indicated that 

transformational leadership can cascade down the organizational hierarchy by 

arousing middle managers’ positive affect. Moreover, the findings identified middle 

managers’ informational justice perceptions as a key boundary condition for this 

indirect relation. Transformational leadership’s trickle-down effect through middle 

managers’ experiences of positive affect only materialized when middle managers held 

relatively strong perceptions of informational justice, and not when they had lower 

such perceptions. These findings make several theoretical contributions. 

Theoretical Implications

First, this study adds to the limited body of research on transformational 

leadership’s trickle-down effect by providing empirical evidence that such leadership 

can indeed cascade down the organizational hierarchy from higher to middle 

management. Although this relationship has been a core notion in transformational 

leadership theory (e.g. Waldman & Yammarino, 1999), to date only a small number 

of studies have empirically tested it (Bass et al., 1987; Caughron & Mumford, 2011; 

Yang et al., 2010). The present results indicate that superiors’ transformational 

leadership is as a key tool to promote similar behavior among middle managers. This 

also suggests that the effects of transformational leadership at higher hierarchical 

echelons may extend beyond leaders’ direct reports and spread more widely 

throughout the organization. However, further research is needed to investigate this 

relationship. 

Second, this study has identified positive affect as an important, previously 

untested mechanism for transformational leadership’s trickle-down effect. In doing 

so, the study illustrates a unique, affective route through which transformational 

leadership behavior may cascade through an organization. Thereby, this study is 
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among the first to open the “black box” of this cascading relationship (Uk Chun 

et al., 2009). Moreover, the findings contribute to integrating two separate streams 

of research that have examined positive affect either as an antecedent (Ashforth & 

Humphrey, 1995; Walter & Bruch, 2009) or as a consequence of transformational 

leadership (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; Erez et al., 2008). For middle managers who 

serve as leaders and followers at the same time, positive affect appears to be a 

critical linking pin that is not only triggered by higher-level leaders’ transformational 

behavior, but also promotes such behavior among these managers themselves. 

Furthermore, this study addresses scholars’ repeated calls to better integrate 

theories of leadership and organizational justice (Colquitt & Greenberg, 2003; De 

Cremer et al., 2007; Judge & Colquitt, 2004; Van Dijke & De Cremer, 2012). In 

particular, the present findings promote a nuanced picture of leadership-justice relations 

and highlights the value of considering organizational justice as a multi-dimensional 

phenomenon (cf. Wo et al., 2015). In line with expectations, informational justice 

(i.e., a personalized type of justice perception that directly refers to one’s superior’s 

actions) was found to act as an important boundary condition for the effectiveness of 

superiors’ transformational leadership behavior. This result corroborates the findings 

of Colquitt and Rodell (2011), who conclude that especially informational justice 

“stands out” with regard to positive leadership perceptions over time. 

Along these lines, scholars have argued that a lack of informational justice 

creates serious ambiguity about how organizational resources are allocated 

(Cropanzano, Bowen, & Gilliland, 2007). Hence, the relevance of transformational 

leadership for organizational outcomes notwithstanding (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; 

Koene et al., 2002), the functioning of such leadership appears to be more complex 

than previously believed. In particular, the benefits of this leadership behavior seem 

to be contingent on leaders’ informational fairness, such that higher-level leaders’ 

transformational behaviors may only trickle down the hierarchy (by promoting 

middle managers’ positive affect) if these leaders provide adequate, timely, truthful, 

and honest information about organizational processes and procedures.
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On the other hand, contrary to expectations, interpersonal justice was not 

found to moderate the consequences of superiors’ transformational leadership. This 

unexpected result illustrates once more that justice is a multi-faceted construct, such 

that consideration of distinct justice dimensions is vital to adequately understand 

the consequences of organizational justice (Bies, 2015; Colquitt & Rodell, 2015). 

In particular, Colquitt and Rodell (2015), Bies, (2001, 2015) and Greenberg (1993b) 

urge scholars to distinguish between informational and interpersonal justice, instead 

of grouping them together in a dimension labeled “interactional justice.” The present 

results underline the relevance of this recommendation, as examination of a broader 

“interactional justice” construct might have blurred the role of informational justice 

observed in this study. 

Limitations and Future Research

Some methodological strengths notwithstanding (e.g., the use of a large field 

sample, multiple raters of transformational leadership, independent measurement 

sources for key variables), the present results should be interpreted in light of their 

limitations. First, the cross-sectional and correlational structure of the data prohibits 

causal inference. However, it is noted that the hypotheses were founded on a strong 

theoretical background and that the key findings are consistent with previous work. 

As such, the present author has confidence in the proposed pattern of relationships. 

Ultimately, however, longitudinal or experimental research is needed to warrant 

claims of causality. 

Moreover, the study sample was drawn from a single retail organization 

situated in one Western-European country. Hence, replication of the results 

within other cultural and industry contexts is needed to increase generalizability. 

Furthermore, although an attempt was made to minimize common method 

concerns by using an independent measurement source for the outcome variable, 

the independent, moderator, and mediator variables were self-rated. Importantly, 

however, a pattern of moderation was found for these variables, and previous work 
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has shown that it is virtually impossible to explain such interactive relations through 

percept-percept inflation (Evans, 1985). Moreover, the confirmatory factor analyses 

reported above attest to the discriminant validity of the focal study variables.

Besides addressing these limitations, future research could build on 

this study’s findings in various ways. First, it could be interesting to examine 

additional mediators and boundary conditions related to the trickle-down effect 

of transformational leadership. Identification processes in particular have been 

suggested to play an important role in the functioning of this type of leadership 

(Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). As such, middle 

managers’ identification with their superiors might serve as an additional mechanism 

that helps transformational leadership cascade from higher to lower hierarchical 

echelons. Closely related to this identification process, group prototypicality could 

act as a boundary condition for transformational leadership’s trickle-down effect. 

Prototypical individuals are perceived as closely resembling the features of an 

“ideal” member of a specific group. Scholars have shown that group prototypicality 

positively relates to leaders’ influence and effectiveness (Fielding & Hogg, 1997; 

Pierro, Cicero, Bonaiuto, Van Knippenberg, & Kruglanski, 2005; Steffens, 2012; 

Van Knippenberg, 2011). Hence, cascading effects of transformational leadership 

might be particularly pronounced for highly prototypical leaders. 

Moreover, it would be worthwhile to more closely examine the trickle-down 

effect of other leadership styles. Previous research has demonstrated cascading 

relationships for ethical leadership (Mayer et al., 2009) and abusive supervision 

(Aryee & Chen, 2007; Mawritz et al., 2012; Park, 2012). Affective mechanisms, 

as illustrated in the present study for transformational leadership, might also play a 

role with regard to these leadership styles (cf. Hoobler & Brass, 2006). Empirical 

research examining this may be able to highlight important similarities and 

differences between different types of leadership behavior, and may thus contribute 

to a more comprehensive depiction of the cascading impacts of higher-level leaders’ 

behaviors. 
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Practical Implications

The present findings have several practical implications for organizations. By 

considering middle managers not only as leaders but also as followers (Caughron & 

Mumford, 2011), this study has identified a trickle-down effect of transformational 

leadership. Since this leadership has been linked to employee satisfaction and 

performance (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Yang et al., 2010), the role of middle 

managers’ own superiors in stimulating transformational leadership seems to be 

crucial for organizations. Therefore, HR professionals could focus on measures to 

promote transformational leadership among higher-level (or even top) managers, for 

example when designing recruiting processes and leadership development programs. 

Based on the present findings, such measures might contribute to the dispersion of 

transformational leadership behaviors throughout an organization. 

Furthermore, while research and practice have traditionally emphasized 

issues of distributive, procedural, and sometimes interpersonal justice (for example 

in compensation and benefit structures; Colquitt & Rodell, 2015), this study shows 

that communicating in a candid, timely, and truthful way (i.e., informational justice) 

can substantially contribute to the effects of transformational leadership. Hence, 

this study’s findings urge organizations to stimulate superiors to adequately inform 

their middle managers about procedures and policies applied in the organization. For 

example, it might be wise for organizations to combine knowledge from their HR (i.e. 

Compensation and Benefits) and Communication departments in crafting adequate 

informational processes to inform their middle managers. In addition, organizations 

could train senior and top management’s ability to transfer this information in an 

honest, truthful, and timely way.

 Altogether, these findings are believed to contribute important new knowledge 

on the trickle-down effect of higher-level leaders’ transformational behaviors towards 

middle managers. In doing so, it is the hope that this study serves as a foundation 

for further research on important issues in this regard and, at the same time, helps 

organizations striving to promote their middle managers’ transformational behaviors.
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THE ROLE OF GOAL ATTAINABILITY AND ETHICAL CLIMATE 

PERCEPTIONS FOR MIDDLE MANAGERS’ ABUSIVE SUPERVISION 

ABSTRACT 1

The present study examines the relationship between middle managers’ assigned goals 

and abusive supervision. It proposes emotional exhaustion as a key mechanism by 

which low goal attainability relates to abusive supervision. Moreover, it identifies 

ethical climate perceptions as a boundary condition that can either propel or limit the 

relationship between exhaustion and a supervisor’s abusive behavior, and explores 

the relationship between abusive supervision and middle managers’ business unit 

performance. The proposed model was tested using a sample of 370 middle managers 

and 2,659 direct subordinates. Supporting the hypotheses, assigned goals with low 

attainability were positively related to middle managers’ abusive supervision through 

emotional exhaustion. Moreover, perceived ethical climate moderated the linkage 

between emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision, such that abusive supervision 

was least pronounced among non-exhausted managers who deemed the ethical climate 

within the organization to be strong (i.e., low in egoism). Taken together, this study 

advances knowledge on the potentially detrimental role of goal setting and on the 

antecedents of abusive supervision by identifying both mechanisms and contingency 

factors in the linkage between goal attainment and middle managers’ abusive behavior.

1	 This	chapter	is	based	on	Voorn,	B.,	Walter,	F.,	&	Stoker,	J.	I.	(2015,	May).	Pulling	the	Right	Organizational	
Levers:	How	Goal	Characteristics	and	Ethical	Climate	Can	Prevent	Abusive	Supervision.	Paper	presented	and	
nominated for the “best scientist-practitioner paper” at the 17th congress of the European Association of Work and 
Organizational	Psychology	in	Oslo,	Norway.
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Organizations use goal setting procedures (e.g. bench-marking, management 

by objectives) to improve organizational performance (Klein, Cooper, & Monahan, 

2013; Lee, Locke, & Latham, 1989; Locke & Latham, 1994, 2002a). As long as one 

is committed to a goal, one has the ability to attain it, and as long as there are no 

conflicting goals, research shows that challenging goals can promote performance 

(Locke & Latham, 2002b). It is therefore unsurprising that goal setting is widely 

embraced in organizations. Yet, emergent empirical evidence suggests that effective 

goal setting might be a more precarious process than previously considered. For 

example, ambitious or difficult goals can initiate stress, deplete individuals of crucial 

resources to regulate and motivate their behavior, and potentially spark unethical acts 

(Barsky, 2011; Ordóñez et al., 2009; Schweitzer et al., 2004). 

In practice, anecdotes on the downsides of goal setting are abundant. In 

American businesses, 48% of the employees claim to sometimes engage in unethical 

behavior to achieve company goals (Lonkevich, 1997) and deal with “pressures to 

excel in the annual performance reviews” (Hsieh, 2014). The potentially detrimental 

consequences of goal setting may affect not only employees, but also managers and 

their abusive behaviors towards employees (Mawritz et al., 2014; Welsh & Ordóñez, 

2014). These effects of goal setting are especially relevant for middle managers in 

organizations. This is because middle managers are followers, and thus their goals 

are typically assigned by higher management (Harding et al., 2014), but they also 

have to achieve their assigned goals successfully by leading employees. Middle 

managers can thus be considered as linking pins relating assigned goals from higher 

management to leadership behavior, such as abusive supervision. Therefore, these 

managers are of pivotal importance when studying the potentially detrimental effects 

of goal setting. 

Indeed, scarce research suggests that assigned goals that are difficult, (i.e. 

excessively challenging work-related goals) can spark abusive supervision (Mawritz, 

Folger, & Latham, 2014). These aggressive, hostile supervisory behaviors can have 

severe impacts on subordinates, such as lowered job satisfaction, commitment, and 
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well-being (Tepper, 2000), negative spill-over effects on home situations (Hoobler & 

Brass, 2006), more deviant behaviors at work (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007; Chan & 

McAllister, 2013), and decreased organizational productivity (Hmieleski & Ensley, 

2007). However, to date, research on the relationship between goals and abusive 

supervision is limited. In particular, little is known about the specific mechanisms 

underlying the negative effects of goal attainability and about potential boundary 

conditions in this regard. 

The present study aims to address these issues by developing and empirically 

examining a theoretical model that illustrates how and when the attainability of 

assigned goals relates to middle managers’ abusive supervision. The study draws from 

conservation of resources (COR) theory (Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, 

& Westman, 2014; Hobfoll, 1989) in particular to cast emotional exhaustion, “a 

state of depleted work-related emotional and motivational resources” (Halbesleben, 

Wheeler, & Paustian-Underdahl, 2013, p. 493), as a key mediating mechanism in the 

linkage between middle managers’ assigned goals and abusive supervision. 

Specifically, it is expected here that assigned goals that are difficult to 

attain will put more strain on a manager’s available resources and, as such, will be 

positively associated with his or her emotional exhaustion (Bardes, 2009; Krasikova, 

Green, & LeBreton, 2013). Moreover, it is proposed that exhausted middle managers 

are bereaved from emotional and motivational resources and aim to protect their 

remaining resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Therefore, it is expected that they 

will exhibit little motivation to invest resources to withstand aggressive impulses 

common in the workplace (e.g., everyday frustrations or perceived provocations). 

As a result, exhausted middle managers may more frequently lash out against their 

subordinates with abusive behavior (Krasikova et al., 2013; Mawritz et al., 2014). 

This line of reasoning suggests that difficult-to-attain goals are indirectly related to 

middle managers’ abusive supervision through heightened emotional exhaustion.

Secondly, it is proposed here that the relationship between goal attainability, 

emotional exhaustion, and abusive supervision is moderated by normative standards 
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provided by an organization’s work climate (Inness, Barling, & Turner, 2005; Vardi, 

2001; Victor & Cullen, 1988). Specifically, perceptions of a climate as being unethical 

and egoistic are expected to serve as an important boundary condition for the role 

of emotional exhaustion. An organizational climate perceived in this way is highly 

instrumental and focused on employees’ self-interest, even at the expense of other 

individuals (Arnaud & Schminke, 2011; Martin & Cullen, 2006; Victor & Cullen, 

1988). In a highly egoistic work climate, even non-exhausted managers may find 

little reason to withstand aggressive tendencies and frustrations (Barnes, Lucianetti, 

Bhave, & Christian, 2015; Hoobler & Brass, 2006b; Tepper, Moss, & Duffy, 2011), 

such that abusive supervision should be relatively pronounced, regardless of a 

manager’s emotional exhaustion. When a middle manager perceives a less egoistic 

(i.e., more ethical) climate in the organization, however, abusive supervision may 

appear more clearly counter-normative (cf. Mawritz, Mayer, Hoobler, Wayne, & 

Marinova, 2012). It is proposed here that in this situation, non-exhausted managers 

are less likely to exhibit abusive supervision. For highly exhausted managers, in 

contrast, COR theory suggests that the motivation to preserve any remaining 

resources may override normative considerations (Hobfoll, 2001; Muraven et al., 

2006), and they may therefore exhibit relatively highly abusive supervision despite 

perceiving a less egoistic work climate.

Finally, although the ramifications of abusive supervision for direct 

subordinates are well established (e.g., Chan & McAllister, 2014; Tepper, 2007), its 

broader consequences for overall organizations or business units are under-addressed 

in the literature and have been identified as an especially promising research 

area (Hmieleski & Ensley, 2007; Krasikova et al., 2013; Mackey, Frieder, Brees, 

& Martinko, 2015). Therefore, to corroborate the relevance of examining middle 

managers’ abusive supervision, the present study also investigates the relationship 

between this abusive supervision and different indicators of business unit performance 

(i.e., employee turnover, customer satisfaction, and financial performance). Figure 

3.1 summarizes the overall conceptual model examined in this study.
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FIGURE 3.1

The Proposed Conceptual Model of Antecedents of Abusive Supervision

This study aims to make several contributions. First, it empirically addresses 

calls to further examine mechanisms underlying the relationship between assigned goals 

and (abusive) supervisor behavior by investigating the mediating role of emotional 

exhaustion (Klein, Cooper, & Monahan, 2013; Mawritz et al., 2014). Moreover, it 

clarifies the boundary conditions for the detrimental relationship between exhaustion 

and abusive supervision by considering the moderating role of egoistic work climate 

perceptions. This is an important theoretical contribution since it further pinpoints 

not only how assigned goals can relate to abusive supervision through exhaustion, 

but also specifies conditions that might strengthen or buffer the relationship between 

emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision. Lastly, the study contributes empirical 

evidence for the consequences of abusive supervision for business unit performance. 

From a practical perspective, it is believed that this study can help organizations to 

optimize potentially precarious goal setting procedures and work climates to minimize 

the occurrence of abusive supervision, and thereby avoid its wide-ranging, detrimental 

impacts. 
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Goal Attainability and Emotional Exhaustion: A Conservation of Resources 

Perspective

According to COR theory, a threat to current resources, the actual loss of 

resources, and an unbalanced or inadequate return on resource investments can all 

induce emotional and motivational depletion (Hobfoll, 1989). As such, COR theory has 

been extensively applied to the work context, for example to describe the prevalence 

of burnout (Halbesleben, 2006), lowered job performance (Halbesleben et al., 2013), 

and behavioral strains (Penney, Hunter, & Perry, 2011). 

Building on COR theory, it is proposed here that goal attainability relates to 

middle managers’ emotional exhaustion in such a way that low attainability relates to 

high levels of exhaustion. First, it is likely that striving to achieve assigned goals with 

low attainability will result in a tangible loss of resources. Although goal setting theory 

emphasizes the positive performance effects of setting challenging goals (compared to 

“just do your best” goals; Locke & Latham, 1990), scholars have recently indicated 

the potential hazards of setting overly ambitious goals (Mawritz et al., 2014; Ordóñez 

et al., 2009). In particular, striving to achieve highly difficult-to-attain goals requires 

substantial focus, motivation, effort, and persistence, thus necessitating pronounced 

resource investments (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007). Second, in a similar vein, it is 

proposed in this study that middle managers’ expected return on the investment of 

resources will be low if they feel their assigned goals are unfeasible (Hobfoll, 2001). 

This is because even putting in a high level of effort is unlikely to lead to successful 

goal attainment and its associated benefits (e.g., organizational rewards) if goals are 

exceedingly difficult. COR research suggests that “failure to gain valued resources 

despite significant investments” can result in exhaustion and burnout (Hrabluik, 

Latham, & McCarthy, 2012, p. 10). Third, assigned goals that are perceived to be 

hardly attainable can form a direct threat to current resources. If one’s expected 

performance is low with regard to specific work-related goals, it is likely that even the 

mere outlook of having to aim for such goals will put more strain on one’s emotional 
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and motivational resources (Bardes, 2009; Krasikova et al., 2013; Locke & Latham, 

2013). 

Supporting this theoretical argumentation, empirical evidence shows that 

unrealistic job demands and work overload, which may be a common occurrence when 

employees face difficult-to-attain goals (Mawritz et al., 2014), relate to exhaustion and 

lowered motivation (Bakker, 2012; Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema, 2005; Hrabluik 

et al., 2012; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; van Woerkom, Bakker, & Nishii, 2016). More 

specifically, research has illustrated that exceedingly difficult or unattainable goals can 

promote absenteeism (van Woerkom et al., 2016), the hindrance of stress perceptions 

(Mawritz et al., 2014), burnout (Bakker et al., 2005), and resource deprivation (Hrabluik 

et al., 2012; Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). In contrast, well-set, attainable (although not 

necessarily simple) goals have been shown to be positively associated with employee 

well-being (Brunstein, Schultheiss, & Maier, 1999; Ingledew, Wray, Markland, & 

Hardy, 2005) and job satisfaction (Maier & Brunstein, 2001). 

To conclude, based on COR theory, this study proposes that difficult goals 

require more resource investment from middle managers, form a greater threat to 

their current resources, and have a lower estimated return on resource investments, 

as compared to more attainable goals. Hence, goals that are difficult to attain should 

result in higher emotional exhaustion (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 1989, 2001; 

Hrabluik et al., 2012). 

Hypothesis 1: Middle managers’ perceptions of goal attainability negatively 

relate to their emotional exhaustion.

Emotional Exhaustion and Abusive Supervision

The work environment can entail many aggressive impulses, including 

frustrations and perceived provocations from various sources such as customers, 

coworkers, superiors, subordinates, and job tasks themselves (Marcus & Schuler, 2004; 

Spector et al., 2006). In general, it is normative to inhibit these impulses and to use 
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self-control to comply with common behavioral standards and avoid openly aggressive 

reactions (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Thau & Mitchell, 2010). However, COR theory 

suggests that individuals’ resource deprivation may aggravate this inhibition or self-

control (Hagger, 2015; Halbesleben et al., 2014; Muraven et al., 2006; Tyler & Burns, 

2009). According to COR theory, when suffering from resource shortages, individuals 

are highly motivated to conserve their remaining resources and/or recuperate lost 

resources (Halbesleben et al., 2013; Muraven et al., 2006). In doing so, individuals 

will often exhibit a protective, even defensive motivational attitude, refraining from 

any further resource investment wherever possible (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 

2001). 

In this vein, it is suggested here that middle managers who experience high 

emotional exhaustion will lack the motivation to invest resources into the effortful self-

control required to withhold aggressive action tendencies elicited by everyday workplace 

frustrations and provocations. With subordinates representing relatively easily, readily 

available targets for aggressive outbursts (Aasland, Skogstad, Notelaers, Nielsen, & 

Einarsen, 2010; Einarsen, Skogstad, & Glasø, 2013), exhausted middle managers may 

be more likely to lash out towards their direct reports. Indeed, research has shown 

that resource depletion is related to increased interpersonal aggression (Kamphuis, 

Meerlo, Koolhaas, & Lancel, 2012). Managers’ resource deprivation resulting from 

a lack of sleep has also been linked to abusive supervision (Barnes et al., 2015). In a 

similar vein, Mawritz et al. (2014) have shown that managers’ stress relates to their 

anxiety and anger, which can subsequently enhance abusive supervision. Moreover, 

Byrne et al. (2014) have found that different indicators of resource shortages (i.e., 

depressive symptoms, alcohol consumption, and anxiety) are positively associated 

with managers’ abusive behavior. 

All in all, both theoretical and empirical considerations regarding the antecedents 

of abusive supervision indicate that resources are of pivotal importance to withholding 

such behavior (Byrne et al., 2014; Mackey et al., 2015; Mawritz et al., 2014; Zhang & 

Bednall, 2015). With emotional exhaustion representing a condition of severe resource 
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deprivation (cf. Hrabluik et al., 2012; Wright & Cropanzano, 1998), higher emotional 

exhaustion is therefore expected to be associated with middle managers’ increased 

tendency to exhibit abusive actions towards their subordinates. 

Hypothesis 2: Middle managers’ emotional exhaustion is positively related to 

their abusive supervision.

As outlined above, Hypothesis 1 predicts a negative relationship between 

goal attainability and emotional exhaustion. Hypothesis 2, in turn, predicts a 

positive relationship between middle managers’ emotional exhaustion and their 

abusive supervision. In combination, emotional exhaustion is proposed to act as a 

key mediating mechanism, such that higher goal attainability will negatively relate 

to middle managers’ abusive supervision by reducing their emotional exhaustion. 

With lower goal attainability, in contrast, middle managers are expected to be more 

exhausted and, consequently, to more frequently lash out towards their subordinates. 

Hypothesis 3: Middle managers’ emotional exhaustion mediates the negative, 

indirect relationship between goal attainability and abusive supervision.

The Moderating Role of the Perceived Work Climate 

Research has shown that besides individuals’ personal availability of resources, 

the motivation to deploy resources or conserve them also depends on contextual 

factors, such as work structures (Aryee & Chen, 2007) and normative and cultural 

standards (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007). In organizations, the perceived work climate 

is an important source of these standards (Arnaud & Schminke, 2007b; Barnett & 

Vaicys, 2000; Vardi, 2001; Wimbush, Shepard, & Markham, 1997). In particular, an 

organization’s (un)ethical climate represents employees’ perceptions about moral and 

ethical behavioral norms and conventions that apply within the organization (Arnaud 

& Schminke, 2011; Martin & Cullen, 2006). This type of work climate perception can 
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influence attitudes and motivation (Barnett & Vaicys, 2000) as well as actual behavior 

by providing guidelines or normative pressure regarding which actions are acceptable 

or unacceptable (Arnaud, 2010; Bulutlar & Öz, 2009; Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & 

Treviño, 2010; Lange, 2008). Hence, perceived normative standards may provide 

external motivation for middle managers to either mitigate their abusive supervision 

even when emotionally exhausted, or to follow aggressive behavioral tendencies in 

this situation. 

Scholars have conceptualized organizational work climates in multiple ways (see 

Arnaud & Schminke, 2007, 2011, for overviews). For the present purposes, the degree 

to which an organization’s work climate is perceived as unethical or egoistic seems 

particularly relevant. In a highly egoistic work climate, the dominant source of moral 

reasoning is self-interest (Bulutlar & Öz, 2009; Vardi, 2001). As Cullen, Parboteeah, 

and Victor (2011 p. 130) note, “an egoistic climate implies that employees perceive that 

the organization generally promotes self-interested decisions at the expense of other 

constituents. In such climates, employees may feel that the organization is operating 

outside acceptable ethical limits and not conforming to societal ethical expectations.” 

Accordingly, an egoistic climate has been associated with unethical and otherwise 

dysfunctional employee behaviors, whereas perceptions of a less egoistic climate may 

mitigate such acts (Barnett & Vaicys, 2000; Bulutlar & Öz, 2009; Peterson, 2002; 

Vardi, 2001). 

On this basis, it is proposed here that middle managers’ perceptions of a more 

or less egoistic climate serve as normative standards that influence the relationship 

between emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision. On the one hand, with highly 

egoistic climate perceptions, relatively high levels of abusive supervision are anticipated 

irrespective of a manager’s emotional exhaustion. Under these circumstances, a 

middle manager will consider the organization to explicitly or implicitly endorse 

selfish, unethical, and antisocial behavior towards others (Arnaud & Schminke, 2007b; 

Cullen, Victor, & Bronson, 1993). In other words, the organization will be perceived 

as tolerating or even encouraging aggressive, hostile actions (e.g. bullying; Bulutlar & 



74 CHAPTER 3

Öz, 2009). Hence, in this case there should be little motivation for middle managers to 

actively withstand aggressive impulses. For highly exhausted managers, it is clear that 

this type of egoistic climate perception should strengthen their tendency to conserve 

scarce resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Muraven et al., 2006), and thus to lash out 

when experiencing hostile inclinations. However, even for less exhausted managers, 

such behavioral standards are expected to provide little reason to put effort into 

avoiding abusive supervision, as there is little disincentive against this behavior (cf. 

Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Inness et al., 2005). Therefore, although these 

managers possess the resources necessary to counteract abusive tendencies, it seems 

unlikely that they will proactively invest these resources to avoid unethical, antisocial 

behavior. Hence, their abusive supervision should remain relatively pronounced.

On the other hand, if middle managers have low egoistic climate perceptions, 

their emotional exhaustion is expected here to decisively shape their abusive behavior. 

With organizational norms discouraging unethical, selfish, and antisocial acts (Arnaud 

& Schminke, 2011; Cullen et al., 1993), middle managers will experience external 

pressure and motivation to withhold aggression. Non-exhausted supervisors may 

therefore be willing to invest some of their abundant resources to inhibit hostile, abusive 

behavior. For highly exhausted managers, in contrast, it is predicted that abusive 

supervision will be relatively pronounced even if they perceive a low egoistic climate. 

This notion directly builds on one of COR theory’s key corollaries, namely that a lack of 

resources will strongly motivate individuals to conserve remaining resources and shun 

any further resource investment wherever possible (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 

1989; Muraven et al., 2006). With emotional exhaustion representing an intense, 

continuous, and pervasive condition of resource deprivation (Maslach & Jackson, 

1981; Prakash, Jaramillo, & Locander, 2006), the motivation for resource conservation 

is expected to be so strong among exhausted managers that it will override external, 

normative considerations derived from low egoistic climate perceptions. Thus, highly 

exhausted managers should experience little reservation against acting upon abusive 

impulses, even if they perceive the organization’s climate to be relatively non-egoistic.



75DEPENDENCY ON ASSIGNED OBJECTIVES: THE GOAL CHALLENGE

All in all, an interactive relationship of emotional exhaustion and egoistic 

climate perceptions with abusive supervision is therefore expected. Abusive supervision 

should be least pronounced for non-exhausted middle managers who also perceive 

a low egoistic climate in their organization. In contrast, for middle managers who 

are either highly exhausted or who perceive a more egoistic climate, more abusive 

supervision is anticipated.

Hypothesis 4: Middle managers’ egoistic climate perceptions moderate the 

positive relationship between emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision. 

This relationship is more pronounced for middle managers with lower rather 

than higher egoistic climate perceptions.

Since it is assumed that perceptions of an egoistic work climate moderate the 

relationship between emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision, it is plausible 

that these perceptions also conditionally influence the proposed indirect relationship 

between goal attainability and abusive supervision through emotional exhaustion (i.e., 

Hypothesis 3). Hence, a pattern of moderated mediation is proposed, as depicted in 

Figure 3.1 (cf. Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). Since a stronger relationship is 

expected between emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision with low (rather 

than high) egoistic climate perceptions, the conditional indirect linkage between goal 

attainability and abusive supervision is also expected to be more pronounced when 

middle managers perceive a relatively low egoistic climate. 

Hypothesis 5: Middle managers’ egoistic climate perceptions will moderate 

the negative, indirect relationship between goal attainability and abusive 

supervision through emotional exhaustion. This indirect relationship will be 

more pronounced with low rather than high egoistic climate perceptions. 
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Abusive Supervision and Indicators of Business Unit Performance

To further explore the relevance of middle managers’ abusive supervision, the 

present study also aims to illustrate its association with key outcome variables for the 

respective managers’ business units. As noted before, a wide body of research has 

shown that abusive supervision deteriorates multiple outcomes related to individual 

subordinates, for example resulting in increased turnover intentions and actual 

turnover, diminished job attitudes and well-being, and lowered job performance (for 

reviews and meta-analyses, see Krasikova et al., 2013; Mackey et al., 2015; Schyns 

& Schilling, 2013; Tepper, 2007; Tepper et al., 2009). Moreover, a smaller number 

of studies have linked managers’ abusive supervision with lowered business unit 

performance (e.g., Detert, Treviño, Burris, & Andiappan, 2007; Harris, Kacmar, & 

Zivnuska, 2007; Hmieleski & Ensley, 2007). 

In the data for the present study, information was available on overall employee 

turnover, customer satisfaction, and financial performance (i.e. sales) for a middle 

manager’s business unit. In an effort to address the previously identified, promising 

area of research, the study explores abusive supervision’s role regarding these key 

performance indicators. In line with previous work, abusive supervision is expected 

to be positively associated with employee turnover (Tepper, 2000), and negatively 

associated with customer satisfaction (cf. Detert et al., 2007) and financial performance 

(Detert et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2007; Hmieleski & Ensley, 2007).

Hypothesis 6: Middle managers’ abusive supervision is positively related to 

employee turnover (H6a), and negatively related to customer satisfaction (H6b) 

and financial performance (H6c) within the respective managers’ business 

units. 
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METHOD

Participants 

Targeted participants for the present study consisted of middle managers and 

their direct reports from food retail stores. The host company operated a large number of 

retail stores in Europe and the US through various subsidiaries. The participating middle 

managers operated stores within the Netherlands, and they were generally employed 

full-time by this company. Their responsibilities included assortment adjustments, local 

promotions and sponsorships, and human resource tasks such as recruitment, training, 

and retention (within the host company’s nation-wide specifications). Moreover, store 

leadership was an important task for these middle managers, as they had frequent 

(typically daily) face-to-face contact with their direct reports (i.e., first-line supervisors 

who led different departments within the store). 

Procedures

Data for this study were gathered in the second half of 2012, as part of a larger 

multi-wave study. In total, 558 middle managers were invited to participate. All of these 

managers were first informed about the data collection through company emails and 

in general meetings. In a more elaborate email, they then received further information 

(e.g., details on how to contact the researchers in case of technical problems), a personal 

invitation to participate, and a link to an online survey. In this survey, store managers self-

rated the perceived attainability of their work-related goals (as set by the company’s higher 

management) as well as their own emotional exhaustion and egoistic climate perceptions. 

Subsequently, the researchers randomly selected between 7 and 12 (based on 

store size) direct subordinates for each middle manager. These subordinates then received 

an email with an invitation to participate and a link to a subordinate survey that asked 

them to assess their middle manager’s abusive supervision. Participation was voluntary 

and confidentiality was assured for both middle managers and direct reports. To credibly 

guarantee confidentiality, all survey data were saved on an external party’s server and, as 

such, were not accessible to company representatives. Middle managers’ and subordinates’ 
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surveys were matched based on the participants’ store numbers.

Following suggestions from prior research (e.g. Bommer, Rubin, & Baldwin, 

2004; Rubin et al., 2005), inclusion in the present study required that (a) a middle 

manager had worked in his or her current store for more than six months, (b) two or 

more subordinates provided ratings for that manager, and (c) the manager completed his 

or her questionnaire. Of the targeted participants, 370 middle managers (66%) met these 

criteria. Their average age of was 44 years (SD = 9.11), they had an average of 10 years’ 

tenure as store managers (SD = 8.81), and they had worked on average for 18 years at the 

organization (SD = 11.86). The majority (87%) were male. 

Furthermore, a total of 2,659 subordinates participated in the study out of 3,446 

who were invited to participate (response rate 77%). On average, seven respondents rated 

an individual manager (SD = 2.47). Participating subordinates’ average tenure in the 

company was 12 years (SD = 9.30), and their average tenure with their current manager 

was 2 years (SD = 1.70). Subordinates’ average age was 32 years (SD = 11.81), and 57% 

were male. 

Measures

The present research was conducted in the Netherlands, and respondents varied in 

their ability to comprehend English. Therefore, all survey items were translated to Dutch 

using a back-translation procedure. 

Middle managers’ goal attainability. Middle managers provided ratings of 

perceived goal attainability using three items (based on DeShon & Landis, 1997; 

Hollenbeck, Klein, O’Leary, & Wright, 1989; Hollenbeck, Williams, & Klein, 1989). 

Sample items are, “it is unrealistic for me to achieve these goals” and “it is hard for me 

to take these goals seriously” (reverse coded; α = .78). When introducing these items, 

middle managers were asked to think about the official, specific goals for their respective 

store that they had received in the beginning of the year from the host company’s higher 

management. Answers were given on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree). 



79DEPENDENCY ON ASSIGNED OBJECTIVES: THE GOAL CHALLENGE

Middle managers’ emotional exhaustion. Middle managers’ emotional 

exhaustion was captured with the 9-item measure developed by Maslach and Jackson 

(1981), using a 5-point response scale (1 = to a small extent, 5 = to a large extent). An 

illustrative item is, “I am used up at the end of the workday” (α = .89).

Middle managers’ egoistic work climate perceptions. Middle managers’ 

egoistic work climate perceptions were captured using four items from Cullen and 

colleagues (Cullen et al., 2011, 1993; Victor & Cullen, 1987). An illustrative item is, 

“In this company, people are mostly out for themselves.” Answers were given on a 

5-point scale (1 = to a small extent, 5 = to a large extent; α = .76).

Middle managers’ abusive supervision. Subordinates rated their direct 

manager’s abusive supervision using Tepper’s (2000) 15-item measure with a 5-point 

response scale (1 = I cannot remember him/her ever using this behavior with me, 5 

= He/she uses this behavior very often with me). Cronbach’s alpha was .93. Sample 

items are, “my boss ridicules me” and “my boss tells me that my thoughts and feelings 

are stupid.” In line with previous abusive supervision research (Detert et al., 2007; 

Rafferty & Restubog, 2011), multiple subordinate ratings referring to the same middle 

manager were aggregated. The appropriateness of this aggregation was assessed by 

calculating common interrater agreement and interrater reliability scores (median rwg(j) 

= .99 using a rectangular reference distribution; ICC1 = .13, p < .01; ICC2 = .52; cf. 

Bliese, 2000).

Performance indicators. The host company provided archival data on core 

performance indicators for the sample managers’ stores. Specifically, data were obtained 

on each store’s average employee turnover for the 16 weeks after first distributing the 

present survey (i.e., the percentage of employees leaving a store during this period). 

Furthermore, similar to Detert et al. (2007), data on customer satisfaction (per store) 

were retrieved from the organization’s online customer survey, which was conducted 

2 months after the present study’s survey. Individuals included in a customer panel 

rated each store on a 10-point scale from 1 (extremely poor) to 10 (outstanding) on 

12 items (e.g., “The employees in this [brand name] store are friendly and polite”). 
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The host company provided this data in an aggregated form (i.e., multiple customers’ 

answers to each specific item were aggregated to the store level), with on average 

34 (SD = 15.69) customer respondents per store. Cronbach’s α was .98. In total, 

12,552 customers evaluated the present sample of stores. Finally, the host company 

provided data on financial performance, namely sales (in EUR) for the 12 weeks after 

the present survey was conducted.

Control variables. Store size and middle managers’ gender (1 = male, 2 = 

female) and job tenure were considered as potential control variables (Arnold, 

Palmatier, Grewal, & Sharma, 2009; Detert et al., 2007; Koene et al., 2002). Store 

size was measured in square meters, as provided by the host company. It was included 

because leadership selection effects might occur, whereby leaders with a specific 

leadership style or success record might be promoted to larger stores (Koene et al., 

2002). In addition, it is clear that absolute sales tend to be higher in larger rather 

than smaller stores. Since women have been found to show slightly less abusive 

supervision (Aryee & Chen, 2007; Mawritz et al., 2012), gender was also included. 

Furthermore, job tenure was considered because experience in a leadership position 

has been suggested to relate to both leadership behavior and performance (Avery 

et al., 2003; Shamir, 2011). In addition, the time spent in a current position might 

influence the relationship with direct reports (Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993). 

Hence, job tenure seems important when considering antecedents and consequences 

of abusive supervision. 

Lastly, the study considered middle managers’ core self-evaluations (CSE; 

“the fundamental assessments that people make about their worthiness, competence, 

and capabilities”; Judge, Bono, Erez, & Locke, 2005, p. 257) as a covariate to rule out 

the possibility that these evaluations might distort the relationships of interest in this 

study (Judge et al., 2005). Twelve items from Judge, Erez, Bono, and Thoresen (2003) 

were used to capture CSE (α = .78). A sample item is, “In general, I’m satisfied with 

myself.” Middle managers rated these items on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 

5 = strongly agree).
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Data Analyses

OLS regression analysis was used at the middle manager (i.e. store) level of 

analysis to test Hypotheses 1, 2, 4, and 6. To further examine the (conditional) indirect 

relationships suggested in Hypothesis 3 and 5, Hayes’s (2012) bootstrap procedure 

was employed (see also Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). This method is considered 

to be superior to more traditional approaches towards (moderated) mediation analysis 

because it does not rely on normality assumptions (Preacher et al., 2007). In particular, 

it uses a bootstrap re-sampling strategy to obtain parameter estimates of a (conditional) 

indirect relationship as well as 95% confidence intervals around the respective 

association. For the moderated mediation suggested in Hypothesis 5, the respective 

confidence intervals were estimated at high (+1 SD), medium (mean), and low (-1 SD) 

levels of the moderator. All variables were standardized prior to the analyses (Aiken 

& West, 1991).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the study 

variables. Providing some initial support for the proposed conceptual model, a negative 

correlation was observed between goal attainability and emotional exhaustion (r = 

-.27, p < .01), Moreover, emotional exhaustion was positively correlated with abusive 

supervision (r = .17, p < .01). Finally, abusive supervision was positively correlated 

with employee turnover (r = .14, p < .01) and negatively with customer satisfaction (r 

= -.13, p < .05) and sales (r = -.10, p < .05).

Of the control variables, store size correlated negatively with abusive 

supervision (r = -.18, p < .01) and employee turnover (r = -.15, p < .01), and positively 

with customer satisfaction (r = .24, p < .01) and sales (r = .82, p < .01). Gender 

correlated negatively with egoistic climate (r = -.10, p < .05) and sales (r = -.11, p < 

.05). Job tenure was negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r = -.10, p < 

.05) and employee turnover (r = -.16, p < .01) and positively correlated with customer 
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TABLE 3.1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations

TABLE 3.1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations 

Note. N = 370. CSE = core self evaluations. Due to sensitivity for the organization, means and standard deviations for the three performance criteria are not 
disclosed and are marked “ND”. Please contact the author for more information.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 

Variable M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. Store Size (m²) 1371.23 653.52           

2. Gender 1.13 .34 -.08          

3. Job Tenure 2.87 1.97 .09 -.06         

4. CSE 4.00 .46 .05 -.05 .06        

5. Goal Attainability 3.27 .94 -.04 -.04 -.03 .23**       

6. Emotional Exhaustion 1.67 .60 .00 .03 -.10* -.57** -.27**      

7. Egoistic Climate 2.46 .74 .02 -.10* .04 -.22** -.28** .32**     

8. Abusive Supervision 1.29 .24 -.18** -.02 .00 -.16** -.02 .17** .09    

9. Employee Turnover ND ND -.15** -.01 -.16** .02 -.02 .12* .09 .14**   

10. Customer Satisfaction ND ND .24** .02 .21** .04 .01 -.16** -.11* -.13* -.44**  

11. Sales ND ND .82** -.11* .08 .05 -.06 .06 .08 -.10* -.03 .04 
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satisfaction (r = .21, p < .01). Finally, CSE was positively related to perceptions of goal 

attainability (r = .23, p < .01) and negatively related to emotional exhaustion (r = -.57, 

p < .0), egoistic climate perceptions (r = -.22, p < .01), and abusive supervision (r = 

-.16, p < .01). Following Becker (2005), the hypotheses testing only included controls 

that were significantly correlated with the respective dependent variable. Hence, store 

size and CSE were controlled for when examining the hypotheses on the antecedents 

of abusive supervision (Hypotheses 1-5), and store size, gender, and job tenure were 

controlled for when examining the hypotheses related to business unit performance 

(Hypotheses 6a-6c). 

Hypotheses Testing

Hypothesis 1 suggested that goal attainability was negatively related to 

emotional exhaustion. Table 3.2 indeed reveals a negative association between goal 

attainability and emotional exhaustion, even after taking into account control variables 

(B = -.15, SE = .04, p < .01). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Next, the study 

examined whether middle managers’ emotional exhaustion was related to abusive 

supervision. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, Table 3.3 (Model 2) shows that managers’ 

emotional exhaustion and abusive supervision were positively related, even after 

considering relevant covariates (B = .12, SE = .06, p < .05). 

The indirect relationship proposed in Hypothesis 3 between goal attainability 

and abusive supervision through emotional exhaustion was also further assessed. 

Bootstrap results corroborated the indirect relationship indicated by the pattern of 

linkages outlined before, such that there was indeed a negative indirect relationship 

between goal attainability and abusive supervision mediated by a middle manager’s 

exhaustion (estimate = -.020, 95% CI = -.048, -.001). Hence, Hypothesis 3 received 

support.
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TABLE 3.2

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Emotional Exhaustion

The next step was to test whether egoistic climate perceptions moderated the 

relationship between emotional exhaustion and middle managers’ abusive supervision, 

as stated in Hypothesis 4. The interaction term of managers’ emotional exhaustion 

and egoistic climate perceptions was entered into the regression equation 

predicting middle managers’ abusive supervision, in addition to the control variables 

and main effects. As indicated in Table 3.3 (Model 3), the coefficient for this 

interaction term was significant (B = -.14, SE = .05, p < .01). Moreover, as shown in 

Figure 3.2 (cf. Aiken & West, 1991), emotional exhaustion was positively related to 

abusive supervision among supervisors with lower egoistic climate perceptions, but 

not among supervisors with higher egoistic climate perceptions. Hence, Hypothesis 4 

was supported. 1

1 In addition, the study examined whether excluding goal attainability from the analysis depicted in Table 3.3 
changed the patterns or relationships. This was not the case.

TABLE 3.2 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Emotional Exhaustion 

 

  Emotional Exhaustion 

  Model 1  Model 2 

Store Size .02 (.04)  .02 (.04) 

CSE -.57 (.04)**  -.53 (.04)** 

Goal Attainability   -.15 (.04)** 

R² (Adjusted R²) .32** (.32)  .35** (.34) 

ΔR² .32**  .02** 

Note. N = 370. Unstandardized parameter estimates are reported, standard errors in brackets.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01.  
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TABLE 3.3

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Abusive Supervision

Hypothesis 5 predicted that egoistic climate perceptions would moderate the 

indirect relationship of goal attainability with abusive supervision through emotional 

exhaustion. As depicted in Table 3.4, the findings indicated a significant conditional 

indirect relationship between goal attainability and abusive supervision through 

emotional exhaustion at lower values of egoistic climate (i.e., 1 SD below the mean: 

estimate = -.044, 95% CI = -.097, -.013) and at the mean value of egoistic climate 

perceptions (estimate = -.023, 95% CI= -.057, -.003), since the respective bootstrap 

confidence intervals did not include zero. In contrast, this conditional indirect 

relationship did not reach statistical significance among managers with higher egoistic 

climate perceptions (estimate = -.001, 95% CI= -.026, .028).  

TABLE 3.3 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Abusive Supervision 

 

 

 Abusive Supervision  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Store Size -.17 (.05)** -.17 (.05)** -.17 (.05)** -.16 (.05)** 

CSE -.16 (.05)** -.09 (.06) -.09 (.06) -.08 (.06) 

Goal Attainability .01 (.05) .03 (.05) .04 (.05) .04 (.05) 

Emotional Exhaustion  .12 (.06)* .11 (.06) .15 (.06)* 

Egoistic Climate   .04 (.05) .04 (.05) 

Emotional Exhaustion 

x Egoistic Climate  
 

 
 -.14 (.05)** 

R² (Adjusted R²) .06 (.05)** .07 (.06)** .07 (.06)** .09 (.07)** 

ΔR² .06** .01* .00 .02** 
Note. N = 370. Unstandardized parameter estimates are reported, standard errors in brackets.  

*p < .05, **p < .01.  
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FIGURE 3.2

Abusive Supervision Predicted by Emotional Exhaustion, Moderated 

by Egoistic Climate

TABLE 3.4

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Goal Attainability with 

Middle Manager Abusive Supervision Through Emotional Exhaustion,

 Moderated by Egoistic Climate

FIGURE 3.2 

Abusive Supervision Predicted by Emotional Exhaustion,  

Moderated by Egoistic Climate 

 TABLE 3.4 

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Goal Attainability with Middle Manager 

Abusive Supervision Through Emotional Exhaustion,  

Moderated by Egoistic Climate 

 

 

Egoistic Climate Indirect Relationship Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

-1SD  -.044 .021 -.097 -.013 

Median -.023 .013 -.057 -.003 

+1SD  -.001 .013 -.026 .028 

Note. N = 370. Standardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. SE = 
standard error. LL = lower limit. CI = 95% confidence interval. UL = upper limit.  
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Lastly, the study examined the relationship between abusive supervision and 

different store performance outcomes (i.e., Hypothesis 6; see Table 3.5). Hypothesis 6a 

predicted a positive relationship between abusive supervision and employee turnover. 

This hypothesis was corroborated by the analysis, even after considering relevant 

controls (B = .12, SE = .05, p < .05). On the other hand, the prediction that abusive 

supervision would negatively relate to customer satisfaction (i.e., Hypothesis 6b) 

could not be supported, although the respective coefficient was marginally significant 

(B = -.05, SE = .03, p = .055). Finally, Hypothesis 6c predicted that absolute store 

sales would relate negatively to abusive supervision. As shown in Table 3.5, however, 

this relationship was not significant (B = .04, SE = .03, p = ns); hence, Hypothesis 6c 

was not confirmed.

DISCUSSION

 The present study empirically examined a conceptual model that illustrates 

how assigned goals may contribute to the development of abusive supervision by 

triggering middle managers’ emotional exhaustion when those goals are perceived to 

have a low attainability. The results showed that when exhausted, middle managers 

were less motivated to deploy resources to inhibit abusive inclinations, and were 

thus more likely to display abusive supervision. Moreover, the study highlighted the 

relevance of an organization’s perceived work climate, demonstrating that ethical 

climate perceptions served as a critical boundary condition for this relationship between 

goals, emotional exhaustion, and abusive supervision. Irrespective of a manager’s 

emotional exhaustion, relatively high levels of abusive supervision were present under 

conditions of highly egoistic climate perceptions. Less exhausted middle managers, in 

contrast, refrained from abusive supervision if they were motivated to do so through 

perceptions of a climate low in egoism in the organization, but not if they perceived a 

relatively egoistic climate. Lastly, the study explored the relationship between abusive 

supervision and indicators of business unit performance, underlining the relevance of 

better understanding the role of abusive supervision for organizations. 

FIGURE 3.2 

Abusive Supervision Predicted by Emotional Exhaustion,  

Moderated by Egoistic Climate 

 TABLE 3.4 

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Goal Attainability with Middle Manager 

Abusive Supervision Through Emotional Exhaustion,  

Moderated by Egoistic Climate 

 

 

Egoistic Climate Indirect Relationship Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

-1SD  -.044 .021 -.097 -.013 

Median -.023 .013 -.057 -.003 

+1SD  -.001 .013 -.026 .028 

Note. N = 370. Standardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. SE = 
standard error. LL = lower limit. CI = 95% confidence interval. UL = upper limit.  
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TABLE 3.5

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Business Unit Outcomes

TABLE 3.5 

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Business Unit Outcomes 

Note: N = 370. Unstandardized regression coefficients are shown; standard errors are noted within parentheses.  
** p < .01, * p < .05, ˠ p < .10. 

 

 Employee Turnover Customer Satisfaction Sales 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Store Size -.14 (.05)** -.12 (.05)* .12 (.03)** .11 (.03)** .81 (.03)** .82 (.03)** 

Gender -.03 (.05) -.03 (.05) .02 (.03) .02 (.03) -.05 (.03) -.05 (.03) 

Job Tenure -.15 (.05)** -.15 (.05)** .10 (.03)** .10 (.03)** .01 (.03) .01 (.01) 

Abusive Supervision  .12 (.05)*  -.05 (.03)ˠ  .04 (.03) 

R2 (adjusted R2) .05 (.04)** .06 (.05)** .10 (.09)** .11 (10)** .67 (.67)** .67 (.67)** 

ΔR2 .05** .01* .10** .01ˠ .67** .00 
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Theoretical Implications

The present study makes several theoretical contributions. Firstly, it illustrates 

the role of goal attainability for emotional exhaustion, an important resource-related 

concept. In doing so, it has addressed calls for additional research on the precarious 

practice of goal setting (Locke & Latham, 2013; Locke, Latham, & Locke, 2012) and 

contributes to the scarce amount of empirical evidence that relates goal characteristics 

to potentially detrimental outcomes (Mawritz et al., 2014; Ordóñez et al., 2009; 

Schweitzer et al., 2004; Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). 

Moreover, the study identifies emotional exhaustion as a key mechanism 

through which goal attainability can influence the occurrence of abusive supervision. 

Drawing from COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001), it was shown that resource depletion 

and the associated experiences of emotional exhaustion serve to explain why managers 

facing difficult-to-attain goals are more likely to lash out towards subordinates. This 

finding explains the relationship between goal setting and supervisors’ abusive acts 

(Krasikova et al., 2013; Mawritz et al., 2014). Hence, this study advances theory 

on goal setting and abusive supervision (Bardes & Piccolo, 2010; Mawritz et al., 

2014) by addressing the pivotal question of why these constructs may be linked (cf. 

Whetten, 1989). 

Finally, the study enriches the literature on abusive supervision by highlighting 

egoistic climate perceptions as a novel, heretofore unexplored boundary condition. 

In fact, it appears that an organization’s work climate is of pivotal importance for 

abusive supervision, as even non-exhausted managers seem to have a tendency 

towards abusive behavior if they perceive the climate to be unethical and egoistic. 

Middle managers only appear to be willing to withstand aggressive impulses and 

curb abusive supervision when they work in an organization perceived to promote 

ethical, low-egoism norms and standards and, at the same time, experience limited 

stress at work. The present findings thus contribute to the scarce knowledge on the 

relationship between organizational climates and abusive supervision (see Mackey 

et al., 2015; Mawritz et al., 2012; Priesemuth, Schminke, Ambrose, & Folger, 2011). 

TABLE 3.5 

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Business Unit Outcomes 

Note: N = 370. Unstandardized regression coefficients are shown; standard errors are noted within parentheses.  
** p < .01, * p < .05, ˠ p < .10. 

 

 Employee Turnover Customer Satisfaction Sales 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Store Size -.14 (.05)** -.12 (.05)* .12 (.03)** .11 (.03)** .81 (.03)** .82 (.03)** 

Gender -.03 (.05) -.03 (.05) .02 (.03) .02 (.03) -.05 (.03) -.05 (.03) 

Job Tenure -.15 (.05)** -.15 (.05)** .10 (.03)** .10 (.03)** .01 (.03) .01 (.01) 

Abusive Supervision  .12 (.05)*  -.05 (.03)ˠ  .04 (.03) 

R2 (adjusted R2) .05 (.04)** .06 (.05)** .10 (.09)** .11 (10)** .67 (.67)** .67 (.67)** 

ΔR2 .05** .01* .10** .01ˠ .67** .00 
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Moreover, by identifying ethical climate as a contextual factor that might impact 

leaders’ motivation, this study opens new avenues for applying this knowledge to 

other domains of leadership.

Limitations and Future Research

Besides its notable strengths (e.g., different measurement sources to limit 

common method variance; a relatively large field sample with multiple employees rating 

each supervisor’s abusive behavior), the current study also has some methodological 

limitations. First, the data were collected from one single organization within one 

country, the Netherlands. Also, mean abusive supervision and in particular its standard 

deviation in the sample were both low. In their meta-analysis (k = 130), Mackey, 

Frieder, Brees, and Martinko (2015) found a different pattern (M =1.78, SD = .82, 

k = 130) than in the present findings. Hence, generalizability to other organizations, 

cultures, and industries cannot be ascertained without further constructive replication 

in alternative contexts. Second, the cross-sectional study design prevents causal 

conclusions, although the present hypotheses are predicated on a strong theoretical 

fundament (i.e., COR theory; Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). Third, scholars have noted that 

bonus payments could influence goal appraisals, such that “smart people [may] find 

ingenious ways to make easy goals appear difficult, so as to ensure the receipt of 

their bonus” (Latham & Locke, 2006, p. 336). As middle managers’ assigned goals in 

the present study context were indeed related to organizational bonuses and rewards, 

there was potential for measurement distortion in this regard. However, given that 

participation in this study was voluntary and confidentiality assured, this risk to the 

measures’ validity is believed to remain limited. In fact, this issue may point towards 

an interesting direction for future research that could explore the role of compensation 

and benefit procedures connected to organizational goal setting processes for the 

emergence of abusive supervision (cf. Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). 

Since this study draws on motivational characteristics of COR to explain the 

emergence of abusive supervision due to difficult goals, future research might also 
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address the motivational aspects of goals themselves in more detail. In particular, research 

shows that one’s goal orientation might be important in shaping the detrimental effects 

of goal setting (Vriend, 2016). Specifically, having a performance orientation (i.e. focus 

on external, interpersonal standards) compared to a mastery goal orientation (based on 

intrapersonal standards) could determine how assigned goals relate to depletion and 

unethical behavior (Van Yperen & Orehek, 2013). For example, following COR, if 

one places great value on mastering extremely difficult goals, it is likely that such 

goals will initiate different patterns of depletion compared to in individuals who have 

a high performance orientation. A strong mastery orientation could lead to stronger 

persistence in achieving goals, inducing tangible loss of resources, and subsequent 

lower motivation to inhibit abusive supervision. A performance orientation, in 

contrast, might instigate more abusive behavior by explicitly motivating people to 

override ethical norms. Therefore, future research might explore how different types 

of goals and their motivational effects relate to leaders’ resource conservation and 

abusive supervision. 

In addition, besides studies on the cascading of transformational (see Chapter 2; 

Yang, Zhang, & Tsui, 2010) and ethical leadership (Mayer et al., 2009), a trickle-down 

effect of abusive supervision has also been explored (Aryee & Chen, 2007; Mawritz 

et al., 2012; Wayne et al., 2008). When investigating the underlying mechanism and 

conditions of this effect, scholars might also consider leaders’ motivation to deploy 

resources, which depends on both availability of resources (i.e. exhaustion) and ethical 

work climate (Mawritz et al., 2012). 

Finally, future research could examine the findings on the relationship between 

abusive supervision and performance indicators. The present results show preliminary 

relationships between this type of leadership behavior and some organizational 

outcomes, but future studies are needed to further examine the role of abusive 

supervision for “difficult” financial business unit goals and performance outcomes. 

One final direction for future research is to consider time in relation to both the 

antecedents and consequences of abusive supervision (cf. Shamir, 2011). For example, 
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empirical research shows that especially consecutive (i.e. multiple successive) high 

goals have detrimental effects on individuals’ resources (Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). 

Thus, a better understanding of the emergence of abusive supervision could be gained 

from studying the relationship between goals and depletion considering time, which 

has already been identified as a research opportunity both from a goal setting and a 

mistreatment perceptive (Cole, Shipp, & Taylor, 2016; Fried & Slowik, 2013). 

Practical Implications

The present study has important practical implications. Specifically, the findings 

offer several means for organizations to actively minimize occurrences of abusive 

supervision among their middle managers. Since middle managers are the linking 

pin between assigned goals and leadership behavior, one critical and straightforward 

measure could be to review organizational goal setting processes to ensure that middle 

managers’ assigned goals are not exceedingly difficult, for example by using expert 

panels or participative goal setting procedures to proactively assess the attainability 

and prioritization of these goals (Anderson, Dekker, & Sedatole, 2010; Emsley, 2003; 

Erez & Zidon, 1984; Locke & Latham, 2015; Shalley, Oldham, & Porac, 1987). 

 Moreover, organizations could increase managers’ goal attainability perceptions 

by (a) ensuring that there are no undue constraints regarding goal achievement (e.g., 

procedural, budgetary, or staff limitations; cf. Pomaki, Karoly, & Maes, 2009), (b) giving 

managers outcome control (cf. Miao & Evans, 2013), and (c) increasing managers’ 

goal-related capabilities and competencies through training and development (DeShon 

& Landis, 1997; Hollenbeck, Williams, et al., 1989).

Importantly, the present study shows that organizations may curb instances 

of abusive supervision by facilitating middle managers’ ethical, low-egoism work 

climate perceptions. Previous research has illustrated that superiors (in the present 

case, higher-level managers) have a profound influence in this respect, for example by 

role modeling ethical behavior and emphasizing standards of low egoism (Demirtas & 

Akdogan, 2015; Mawritz et al., 2012; Wayne et al., 2008; Wimbush & Shepard, 1994). 
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In addition, organizations could adapt their recruitment and promotion procedures to 

take into account new middle managers’ ethical reasoning capacity (e.g., by conducting 

ethical assessments; Loviscky, Treviño, & Jacobs, 2007), use ethics codes to underline 

low-egoism norms (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Treviño, den Nieuwenboer, & Kish-

Gephart, 2014), and explicitly incorporate ethical aspects in their employee training 

and development instruments (Cohen, 1995; Neesham & Gu, 2014; Warren, Gaspar, & 

Laufer, 2014; Watts et al., 2016) and/or reward, assessment, and accountability schemes 

(see (Beu & Buckley, 2004; Mahlendorf, Matejka, & Weber, 2013; Schweitzer et al., 

2004).

To conclude, it is the hope that this study offers helpful recommendations for 

organizations striving to reduce instances of abusive supervision. It is believed that 

it has the potential to motivate future research on both antecedents and outcomes 

associated with middle managers’ abusive behavior.
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STALLED AND STUCK IN THE MIDDLE: THE AGE-DEPENDENT ROLE 
OF JOB TENURE ON MIDDLE MANAGERS’ JOB SATISFACTION

ABSTRACT 1

This study examines the relationship between middle managers’ prolonged job tenure, 

job satisfaction, and transformational leadership. It proposes a model in which middle 

managers’ increasing job tenure shapes transformational leadership through lowered 

job satisfaction. Based on social exchange theory, it is proposed that middle managers 

perceive job tenure as a violation of their expectations regarding career progress, which 

could result in lower job satisfaction. Next, middle managers’ job satisfaction is predicted 

to be a positive attitudinal antecedent for their transformational leadership. In addition, 

drawing on socio-emotional selectivity theory, age is examined as a contingency factor 

for this mechanism, implying that younger middle managers’ psychological contract 

will be more strongly violated by increasing job tenure. Overall, it is suggested that 

middle managers’ job tenure negatively relates to their transformational leadership due 

to lowered job satisfaction, but that this indirect relationship will be more pronounced 

for younger middle managers. The results obtained from a sample of 347 middle 

managers and 2,132 direct subordinates support this model. The study also shows that 

middle managers’ transformational leadership relates to business unit performance. 

This study extends the knowledge on the conjunct relationship of age and job tenure 

on middle managers’ attitudes and leadership behavior, and integrates social exchange 

and socio-emotional theoretical perspectives.

1	 This	chapter	is	based	on	Voorn,	B.	(2015,	January).	When	Transformational	Leadership	Wears	out:	How	
Tenure	and	Age	Influence	Leadership	and	Performance.	In	Academy	of	Management	Proceedings	(Vol.	2015,	No.	1,	p.	
17033).	Paper	presented	at	the	75th	congress	of	the	Academy	of	Management	(2015)	in	Vancouver,	British	Colombia,	
Canada.
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“Typical is the case of one productive and well respected middle manager in 

his late forties. He was sandwiched between obligations at the office and at home, 

and his work group was demoralized after two rounds of downsizing. The company’s 

structure had flattened, leaving fewer possibilities than ever for promotion, and he felt 

stalled. “This isn’t how my life and career were supposed to play out.” 

(Morison et al., 2006, p. 1)

Employees can perceive being stalled in a position at work as a salient signal 

of career stagnation and, thus, as highly demotivating (Taylor et al., 1996). This issue 

appears to be particularly relevant for middle management positions. Such positions 

are located “between the operating core and the apex” of an organization (Mintzberg, 

1989, p. 98), and they are frequently thought to represent an important stepping 

stone for a manager’s career progress (e.g., Osterman, 2008). Importantly, however, 

middle managers’ career perspectives have generally deteriorated over the last decades 

(Dopson & Neumann, 1998). For example, Western societies have witnessed a dramatic 

shift in demographics (Hedge, Borman, & Lammlein, 2006; Weigl et al., 2014), and 

increased retirement ages have caused many higher-level managers to stay in their 

position instead of leaving the company and paving the way for younger individuals 

(Zacher, Rosing, Henning, et al., 2011). In addition, under the influence of competitive 

pressures, cost reductions, routinization (DeMarco, 2002), and automatization 

(Millman & Hartwick, 1987; Stoker, 2006), career opportunities for middle managers 

have diminished as organizations have become increasingly “flatter” (Goffee & Scase, 

1992; Newell & Dopson, 1996). Together, these external and internal developments 

have dramatically decreased middle managers’ opportunities for upward mobility 

(Evans, Gunz, & Jalland, 1997; Feldman, 1995; Lapalme, Tremblay, & Simard, 2009), 

a phenomenon also known as the “career bottleneck” (Morison et al., 2006, p. 2). 

Hence, middle managers are likely to experience increasing job tenure (i.e., more time 

spent in their specific organizational position; Ng & Feldman, 2013a; Simsek, 2007), 
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with their careers often being stalled on a fixed organizational plateau (Ference et al., 

1977; Lapalme et al., 2009).

Research has illustrated that, in general, prolonged job tenure relates negatively 

to employees’ job attitudes (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Kass, Vodanovich, & Callender, 

2001) and job performance (Ng & Feldman, 2013a). Similarly, long job tenure among 

leaders in upper echelons has been suggested to relate to executives’ negative job 

attitudes and consequently even firm performance (Hambrick, 2007). With regard 

to managers’ leadership behavior, Shamir (2011, p. 309) suggests that increasing 

job tenure and the associated attitudinal changes “are likely to be reflected in their 

leadership behavioral style.” Yet, to the authors’ knowledge, there is still an empirical 

void regarding the role of middle managers’ job tenure in their specific attitudes, 

leadership behaviors, and performance outcomes. This is a critical omission because 

middle managers are crucial for the performance of organizations (Mair, 2005; Yang 

et al., 2010). For example, middle managers’ key tasks include translating abstract 

strategies into concrete plans (Dopson & Neumann, 1998; Dopson & Stewart, 1990), 

garnering support for change initiatives (Huy, 2002; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011), and 

motivating employees to work towards common goals (Ren & Guo, 2011; Wooldridge, 

Schmid, & Floyd, 2008). Therefore, it is pivotal to better understand if and how middle 

managers’ job tenure relates to their leadership behaviors and outcomes.

The present study addresses this issue. It builds on social exchange theory 

(SET) in particular to suggest that middle managers’ job tenure will negatively relate 

to their job satisfaction (Bierstedt & Blau, 1965; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 

Konovsky & Pugh, 1994). According to SET, employees perceive their relationship 

with the organization as one of exchanges. These exchanges and related expectations 

form part of a “psychological contract” (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994, p. 246) that can 

entail tangible (e.g., financial) as well as socio-emotional aspects, such as recognition 

and career development (Rousseau, 1995; Rousseau & Parks, 1993). Imbalanced 

exchanges and violated expectations within this relationship can create negative job 

attitudes (Taylor et al., 1996). It is argued here that extended job tenure may represent 
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such a violated expectation because middle managers generally expect career progress 

(Newell & Dopson, 1996). Since job satisfaction is defined as a job attitude that 

resembles “a positive (or negative) evaluative judgment one makes about one’s job 

or job situation” (Weiss, 2002, p. 6), it is further postulated that middle managers’ 

job tenure will impair their overall feelings and assessments with regard to their job, 

thereby diminishing their job satisfaction (cf. Taylor et al., 1996).

Moreover, SET (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) helps to explain the relationship 

between middle managers’ job satisfaction and their leadership behavior, as this line 

of research has shown that individuals can use their behavior to rebalance perceived 

exchanges with organizations (Lee & Taylor, 2014). Specifically, when middle 

managers perceive imbalanced exchanges or psychological contract breach (Jin et al., 

2016), they are expected to be less likely to exhibit active leadership behaviors that can 

benefit the organization. In particular, this study focuses on leadership behavior that 

aims to inspire followers by acting as a charismatic role model and communicating a 

compelling vision, addresses followers’ individual needs, and intellectually stimulates 

followers; this is also known as transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). This form of leadership is known to require 

considerable enthusiasm, proactivity, and engagement from leaders (Byrne et al., 

2014; Jin et al., 2016; Walter & Bruch, 2009). It is therefore proposed here that with 

prolonged job tenure and the associated decrease in job satisfaction, middle managers 

are more likely to withhold any work effort that is not immediately required, and thus 

to exhibit less transformational leadership behavior. 

However, it is important to note that previous research has shown that individuals 

react differently to psychological contract breach, with individuals’ age acting as an 

important moderator (Bal et al., 2013). Therefore, this study proposes that psychological 

contract violations (as indicated by prolonged job tenure) will differentially affect older 

and younger middle managers’ job attitudes and behaviors (Ng & Feldman, 2010). 

Socio-emotional selectivity theory (SST) holds that individuals’ goals and priorities 

shift with age, such that younger individuals prioritize future-oriented, instrumental 
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outcomes, while older individuals emphasize present-oriented, hedonistic outcomes 

(Carstensen, 2006; Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999; Lockenhoff & Carstensen, 

2004; Ng & Feldman, 2010). This reasoning implies that younger and older managers 

may differentially perceive and evaluate specific job characteristics. Specifically, the 

negative role of job tenure for job satisfaction is expected to be more pronounced 

for younger rather than older middle managers, as younger managers may be more 

concerned about their future career development (Chao, 1990). In summary, then, a 

conditional indirect relationship is proposed between middle managers’ job tenure 

and transformational leadership through job satisfaction, and middle managers’ age is 

posited to critically shape this linkage (see Figure 1).

This model is examined using multisource data from 347 middle managers 

and 2,198 of their direct reports. Moreover, to corroborate the relevance of middle 

managers’ transformational leadership (Yang et al., 2010), the relationship of this 

behavior with performance outcomes is also explored. In doing so, the study aims to 

contribute to the leadership literature in three ways. First, it strives to integrate a social 

exchange perspective with insights from SST to suggest that middle managers’ job 

tenure and age interactively relate with their job satisfaction and leadership behaviors. 

By combining these theoretical lenses, this study enriches SET by showing that 

exchange appraisals are dependent on individuals’ age. Second, by relating middle 

managers’ job satisfaction to transformational leadership, the study further clarifies 

individual antecedents of such leadership behavior. It thereby contributes to a recent line 

of research that explores this relationship (Jin et al., 2016). Third, the work addresses 

calls to further explore the relationship between age and leadership (e.g., Walter & 

Scheibe, 2013). Although a considerable amount of research has examined the role 

of leaders’ age, recent reviews of this literature have argued that the existing results 

are ambiguous and inconsistent (Walter & Scheibe, 2013; Zacher, Clark, Anderson, & 

Oluremi, & Ayoko, 2015). The present study suggests that middle managers’ age and 

job tenure may be interrelated in complex ways, conjointly shaping their job attitudes 

and associated behaviors. 
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FIGURE 4.1

The Proposed Conceptual Model

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Middle Managers’ Job Tenure and Job Satisfaction 

Although SET was initially developed to describe interactions between 

individuals (Bierstedt & Blau, 1965; Shore, Lynch, Tetrick, & Barksdale, 2006), 

management scholars have extended this theoretical perspective to exchanges between 

employees and the organization as a whole (Bal et al., 2013; Cropanzano, Byrne, 

Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001). Besides economic exchanges (e.g., wages or merit pay for 

working time), research has also examined forms of relational exchange. For example, 

employees can exchange trust and extra effort for job security and a healthy work-

life balance (Conway & Briner, 2005; Coyle-Shapiro & Conway, 2005). Grounded in 

SET, the term “psychological contract” is oftentimes used to characterize the exchange 

relationship between an employee and his or her employing organization (Robinson 

& Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, 1990; Schaupp, 2012). Psychological contracts are 

defined as “individual beliefs… regarding terms of an exchange agreement between 

individuals and their organization” (Rousseau, 1995, p. 9). 

Importantly, psychological contracts are subjective and involve an individual’s 

perceptions about mutual obligations (Bal et al., 2013; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). 
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If individuals perceive that their exchange relation with the organization is improperly 

balanced, they experience psychological contract breach, defined as “the cognition 

that one’s organization has failed to meet one or more obligations within one’s 

psychological contract in a manner commensurate with one’s contributions” (Morrison 

& Robinson, 1997, p. 230). Research suggests that employees’ job-related attitudes and 

associated behaviors are directly influenced by such perceptions of under-fulfillment 

of obligations (Ng & Feldman, 2009). In particular, imbalanced exchanges with the 

organization have been related to employees’ lowered job satisfaction (Antonaki & 

Trivellas, 2014; Bal et al., 2013; Dupré & Day, 2007; Hartmann & Rutherford, 2015).

Developmental opportunities within the organization, such as career progress 

and upward mobility, are typically considered to be an important part of the social 

exchange relationship (and thus the psychological contract) between employees and 

their organization (Bal et al., 2013; Rousseau, 1990; Sturges, Conway, Guest, & 

Liefooghe, 2005). Research suggests that prolonged job tenure can lead to disillusion 

and disappointment, because it signals an imbalanced exchange relationship between 

the employee and his or her organization (Bal et al., 2013; Clark, Oswald, & Warr, 

1996; Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007). Similarly, empirical studies have 

linked job tenure to decreased organizational commitment and increasing turnover 

intentions (Taylor et al., 1996). Thus, both theoretical arguments and empirical results 

suggest that middle managers’ prolonged job tenure could conflict with their expected 

developmental opportunities or career ambitions. As these expectations are part of 

the psychological contract with the organization, increasing job tenure is likely to be 

perceived as a breach of this contract, resulting in middle managers’ dissatisfaction. 

It is therefore expected that long tenure in their job will relate to lower job 

satisfaction among middle managers. Accordingly, the following is proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Middle managers’ job tenure is negatively related to their job 

satisfaction. 
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Middle Managers’ Transformational Leadership as Exchange Currency

According to SET, being satisfied with a job may initiate the desire to 

reciprocate towards the organization by contributing more than is expected (e.g. 

Guest, 2004; Lavelle, Rupp, & Brockner, 2007). In a similar vein, employees with 

low job satisfaction might engage in behaviors that can be used to retaliate towards 

the organization (i.e., negative reciprocity), such as withholding work effort or 

even exhibiting counterproductive work behavior. Thus, like a “tit-for-tat” strategy, 

an employee’s assessment of the psychological contract with the organization may 

motivate him or her to reciprocate with specific (positive or negative) behavior to 

(re-)balance the exchange equation (Lester, Turnley, Bloodgood, & Bolino, 2002). 

Research has indeed shown that job satisfaction is linked to a wide array of work 

behaviors and performance outcomes, including the exhibition of more discretionary 

effort at work (Podsakoff et al., 1990; Podsakoff, Mackenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 

2000), and lowered absence and turnover (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006; Locke, 

1970; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996).

Given that an important part of middle managers’ role is to lead others (Osterman, 

2008; Yang et al., 2010), their job satisfaction is expected to shape their leadership 

behavior in general, and their transformational leadership behavior in particular. It is 

evident that transformational leadership is a highly beneficial leadership style with 

many positive effects for teams, business units, and organizations (e.g. Bass et al., 2003; 

Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Koene, Vogelaar, & Soeters, 2002; Yang et al., 2010); hence, 

it equips middle managers with an extremely effective behavioral mean to reciprocate 

towards the organization when satisfied. Indeed, Jin et al. (2015) suggest that leaders 

with positive job attitudes reciprocate through their transformational leadership. This 

closely aligns with scholars’ suggestion that leaders who feel their needs are being 

met are more likely to demonstrate more transformational leadership (Guay, 2013). 

In particular, middle managers’ job satisfaction may, for example, motivate them to 

develop and communicate a captivating vision and to act as role models who inspire 

their followers in an effort to contribute to the organization’s success (Bass, 1999; Jin et 
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al., 2016; Shamir, 2011). Similarly, satisfied middle managers may be more accepting 

of changes and initiatives stemming from the top of the organization, translating them 

into concrete plans and behaviors for their own teams (Rubin et al., 2005). In contrast, 

when middle managers are dissatisfied with their jobs, they should be less motivated 

to exhibit these transformational leadership behaviors that drive employees to go “the 

extra mile” for the benefit of the organization as a whole (Bass, 1985; Bass et al., 

2003). 

In sum, taking a social exchange perspective, middle managers’ job satisfaction 

is expected to influence their motivation to reciprocate towards the organization by 

showing transformational leadership behaviors. Hence, the following hypothesis is 

formulated:

Hypothesis 2: Middle managers’ job satisfaction is positively related to their  

transformational leadership.

 Hypothesis 1 suggests that prolonged job tenure is negatively related to middle 

managers’ job satisfaction. Moreover, Hypothesis 2 proposes that middle managers’ 

job satisfaction and transformational leadership are positively associated. Following 

Shamir (2011), it is therefore argued here that extended job tenure will indirectly shape 

a middle manager’s behavior by influencing his or her job attitudes. More specifically, 

the following mediation model is proposed: 

Hypothesis 3: Middle managers’ job tenure and transformational leadership 

behavior are negatively and indirectly related through their decreased job 

satisfaction. 
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The Moderating Role of Middle Managers’ Age 

The above reasoning notwithstanding, it seems plausible that being stalled in their 

position might be more impactful for some middle managers than for others. Namely, 

perceptions of psychological contract violations in the workplace have been found to 

differ with workers’ age (Bal et al., 2013; Ng & Feldman, 2009, 2010). This study draws 

from socio-emotional selectivity theory (SST) to explain the role of age as a moderator 

of the relationship between middle managers’ job tenure and job satisfaction. This theory 

posits that age impacts individuals’ expectations for the future as well as their ability 

to deal with emotional experiences. According to SST, with age comes the increasing 

realization of one’s finiteness, which underlies a stronger focus on, for example, 

relationships and enjoyment rather than utilitarian goals (Carstensen, 2006; Carstensen 

et al., 1999; Kunzmann, Kappes, & Wrosch, 2014). In particular, younger individuals are 

generally more oriented towards the future, whereas older individuals have been argued 

to put greater value on more proximal goals (Carstensen, Fung, & Charles, 2003; Reed & 

Carstensen, 2012). Moreover, SST holds that people become more strongly focused on 

maintaining positivity and avoiding negative feelings as they age (Carstensen et al., 2003; 

Carstensen & Mikels, 2005), thereby displaying emotional selectivity. Accordingly, SST 

has frequently been used to explain differences in workplace motivation and behavior 

between younger and older employees (e.g., Bal et al., 2013; Ng & Feldman, 2010; 

Zacher, 2012). For example, Ng and Feldman (2009) use SST to propose that age and 

work experience shape how individuals differ in evaluating the severity of contract 

breaches, which could subsequently relate to job behaviors such as exit and voice (Ng & 

Feldman, 2009). 

Building on this theoretical framework, it is anticipated that younger middle 

managers’ job satisfaction is particularly vulnerable to sustained job tenure. SST suggests 

that younger middle managers are more strongly focused on future achievements, such as 

career advancement. Consequently, these managers should be highly sensitive to negative 

career mobility signals, such as prolonged job tenure (Taylor et al., 1996). Following 

SET again, with increasing job tenure violating younger middle managers’ salient longer-
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term career goals, it seems logical that they should interpret this tenure as a more severe 

psychological contract breach (Ng & Feldman, 2009), with negative consequences for 

their job attitudes in general, and their job satisfaction in particular.

In contrast, with older middle managers generally focusing more strongly on 

proximal and relationship-oriented goals than on long-term and instrumental goals 

(Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, & Nesselroade, 2000; Ng & Feldman, 2009, 2010, 

2013b), it is argued here that they will be less focused on career advancement. As such, 

job tenure’s negative consequences may be mitigated within this group of managers. 

Empirical evidence corroborates this reasoning, illustrating that age ameliorates the role 

of psychological contract violations for individuals’ job attitudes (Bal et al., 2013). 

All in all, this study integrates arguments from SST and SET (Bal et al., 2013; 

Ng & Feldman, 2009; Zacher, Clark, et al., 2015) to suggest that middle managers’ age 

will shape how strongly they experience prolonged job tenure as a violation of their 

psychological contract with the organization, and thus as an imbalanced exchange, relating 

to lower job satisfaction. In particular, younger middle managers with long job tenure are 

expected to be less satisfied with their jobs than older managers with long job tenure. 

 Hypothesis 4: Age moderates the relationship between middle managers’ job 

tenure and job satisfaction, such that this negative relationship is more pronounced 

among younger rather than older middle managers.

In sum, Hypotheses 1-3 posit that middle managers’ job satisfaction will mediate 

the relationship between job tenure and transformational leadership. Moreover, Hypothesis 

4 suggests that middle managers’ age will moderate the link between job tenure and 

satisfaction. Taken together, this reasoning suggests a pattern of mediated moderation, 

such that the indirect, negative relationship between job tenure and transformational 

leadership will depend on middle managers’ age. Given that the role of job tenure for job 

satisfaction is proposed to be more pronounced among younger rather than older leaders, 

the following is posited:
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Hypothesis 5: Age will moderate the indirect, negative relationship between 

middle managers’ job tenure and transformational leadership through job 

satisfaction. This indirect relationship will be more pronounced among younger 

rather than older middle managers. 

Middle Managers’ Transformational Leadership and Performance Outcomes

The link between transformational leadership and numerous performance 

indicators is well established (Bass et al., 2003; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Lowe, Kroeck, 

& Sivasubramaniam, 1996). For example, transformational leadership has been 

related to employee satisfaction (Braun, Peus, Weisweiler, & Frey, 2013; Podsakoff et 

al., 1996; Wells & Welty Peachey, 2011), lower employee turnover (Hancock, Allen, 

Bosco, McDaniel, & Pierce, 2013; T.-Y. Park & Shaw, 2013), a stronger focus on 

customers’ needs and satisfaction (Chuang, Judge, & Liaw, 2012; Schneider, Ehrhart, 

Mayer, Saltz, & Niles-Jolly, 2005), and business unit performance (Koene et al., 

2002). Given that this study’s dataset comprised a number of important performance 

outcomes, the aim is to constructively replicate the role of transformational leadership 

for these outcomes. 

Hypothesis 6: Transformational leadership will be positively related to a) 

employee satisfaction, b) customer satisfaction, and c) sales target achievement, 

and will be negatively related to d) employee turnover.

METHOD

Participants 

This study used a survey design to address the above hypotheses. Targeted 

participants were middle managers (i.e., store managers) working for a major food retailing 

company in Western Europe. Each middle manager was responsible for operating his or 

her independent store, with core responsibilities including assortment decisions, local 

promotions and sponsorships, and human resource tasks such as recruitment, training, 
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and retention. Store managers at the host company are mostly employed full-time, and 

they are in frequent (typically daily) face-to-face contact with their direct reports. These 

direct reports are generally first-line supervisors who lead different store departments. 

Procedure

Data for this study were gathered at the end of 2013. Targeted middle managers 

(N = 578) were informed about the study in multiple ways, including direct emails from 

their higher-level managers and information on the host company’s intranet. The middle 

managers then received an additional email containing further information and survey 

instructions as well as a link to an electronic online survey. In this survey, the managers 

rated their job satisfaction and indicated their job tenure and age. Next, a randomly 

selected group of first-line supervisors (i.e., middle managers’ direct reports) within 

each store received another email containing general information, survey instructions, 

and a link to a second survey. In this survey, first-line supervisors rated their middle 

managers’ transformational leadership behavior. 

Following prior research (e.g. Bommer, Rubin, & Baldwin, 2004; Rubin et al., 

2005), individual middle managers had to meet specific criteria for inclusion in the study. 

Namely, a middle manager was included in the sample if (a) he or she had completed the 

store manager survey, (b) at least two direct reports had rated his or her transformational 

leadership, and (c) he or she had been in his or her current position for 6 months or longer. 

Supplementary analyses were conducted, relaxing some of the above criteria to examine 

the findings’ robustness. Substantive study results remained unchanged when including 

all middle managers irrespective of how long they had held their current position, and 

when including only those who had been in their current position for 3 months or longer.

 Overall, 347 middle managers met these criteria and were included in the 

present study (a 60% usable response rate). A majority of these middle managers were 

male (86.2%). On average, managers had been employed for 18.68 (SD = 11.67) years 

at the company, were 43.86 (SD = 9.14) years old, and had worked for 3.16 (SD = 

3.19) years in their current position. Moreover, of the 4,656 direct reports invited to rate 
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their middle manager’s transformational leadership, 2,198 provided usable, matched 

responses (47%). On average, each middle manager was rated by 6.32 direct reports, of 

which a majority were female (61%). These direct reports were on average 31.05 (SD = 

5.40) years old, and had worked for 11.55 (SD = 4.29) years at the organization and 2.35 

(SD = 1.24) years with their current middle manager. 

Measures

All items were translated from English to Dutch following a double-blind back-

translation method.

Job tenure. Middle managers were asked to report how long they had worked 

in their current position in their current store, rounded to half years.

Age. Middle managers self-reported their chronological age in years, rounded 

to half years. 

Middle managers’ job satisfaction. Brayfield and Rothe’s (1951) five-item 

measure was used to capture job satisfaction (see also Judge, Locke, Durham, & Kluger, 

1998). Cronbach’s alpha was .81. Sample items are, “I feel fairly well satisfied with 

my present job” and “I consider my job rather unpleasant” (recoded). Middle managers 

rated these items on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Middle managers’ transformational leadership. Direct reports (i.e., first-line 

supervisors) assessed their middle manager’s transformational leadership behavior 

using Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Bommer’s (1996) 23-item measure. Following prior 

research (e.g., Bommer et al., 2004; Rubin et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2010), all items were 

collapsed into an overall transformational leadership score. Answers could be given 

on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample 

items are, “Inspires others with plans for the future” and “Has a clear understanding of 

where we are going.” Again following previous research (e.g., Bommer et al., 2004; 

Peterson, Walumbwa, Byron, & Myrowitz, 2008), responses of direct reports referring 

to the same middle managers were averaged based on acceptable aggregation statistics 

(median rwg(j) = .96 using a rectangular reference distribution; ICC1 = .24, p < .01; 
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ICC2 = .57). Cronbach’s alpha was .95.

Performance outcomes. The same measure was used to assess direct reports’ 

job satisfaction as the one used for middle managers’ job satisfaction (Brayfield & 

Rothe, 1951). Cronbach’s alpha was .79. Employee turnover was measured using data 

provided by the organization’s financial department, reflecting the average percentage of 

employees leaving within each store (as a percentage of the total number of employees) 

in the 12 weeks after first distributing the survey. Further, data on customer satisfaction 

were retrieved from the organization’s quarterly online customer survey. Customers 

included in a customer panel rated each store on a 10-point scale from 1 (extremely 

poor) to 10 (outstanding). Responses were collected as part of the host company’s 

regular customer panel survey during one month with a time lag of three months after 

the launch of the present survey. In total, 10,477 customers participated in this wave of 

data gathering. Finally, the host company’s financial department provided data on the 

financial store performance. In particular, a sales goal achievement score was obtained 

for each store, indicating the difference between actual and targeted sales volume over 

a period of 4 weeks (cf. Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). These financial performance 

indicators were retrieved with a time lag of 4 periods (16 weeks) after the launch of the 

present survey. 

Control variables. To decrease the likelihood of alternative explanations 

and spurious relationships, the study controlled for middle managers’ gender and 

organizational tenure as well as store size. Since prior research has reported small yet 

significant differences in transformational leadership between males and females, gender 

was added as covariate (Eagly et al., 2003). Moreover, since the aim was to isolate the 

effects of middle managers’ job tenure, organizational tenure was controlled for. 1  

Lastly, the number of employees per store was used as proxy to control for store 

size and complexity (Koene et al., 2002). 

1	 Following	suggestions	(Hambrick	&	Fukutomi,	1991),	the	study	tested	whether	there	were	effects	of	career	
stages	based	on	job	tenure.	According	to	this	stream	of	research,	individuals	are	nested	into	a	specific	phase	or	stage	
in	their	career	based	on	their	tenure.	Several	categories	were	tested,	but	no	such	relationships	between	different	tenure	
categories were present. Hence, the study moved forward using a linear approach to job tenure.
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Data Analyses

OLS regression analysis at the middle managers’ level (i.e., the store level) was 

used to test the proposed hypotheses. Moreover, to further examine the (conditional) 

indirect relationships suggested in Hypotheses 3 and 5, Hayes’s (2012) bootstrap 

procedure was utilized (see also Preacher et al., 2007). This method uses a bootstrap 

re-sampling strategy to obtain parameter estimates of a (conditional) indirect 

relationship as well as 95% confidence intervals around the respective association. It 

is considered to be superior to more traditional approaches to (moderated) mediation 

analysis because it does not rely on normality assumptions (Preacher et al., 2007). All 

variables were standardized prior to the analyses (Aiken & West, 1991).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

Table 4.1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all 

study variables. As expected, middle managers’ job tenure correlated negatively with 

their job satisfaction (r = -.13, p < .01), whereas the latter was positively correlated 

with their transformational leadership (r = .14, p < .01). Table 4.1 further shows 

correlations of transformational leadership with employee satisfaction, (r = .39, p < 

.01), employee turnover, (r = -.11, p < .01), customer satisfaction (r = .15, p < .01), 

and sales target achievement (r = .14, p < .01). Finally, middle managers’ age was 

negatively related to transformational leadership (r = -.21, p < .01).

Considering possible covariates, organizational tenure was not significantly 

related to transformational leadership, and was therefore excluded from further 

analyses in Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5 to avoid biased parameter estimates (cf. Becker, 

2005). Both number of employees (r = .18, p < .01) and gender (r = .14, p < .01) 

were significantly correlated with transformational leadership, with this leadership 

style being somewhat more pronounced in larger stores and among female managers. 

Hence, store size and gender were retained as control variables in testing the 

hypotheses. 



112 CHAPTER 4

TABLE 4.2 

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Middle Manager Job Satisfaction 

 Middle Manager Job Satisfaction 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Number of Employees -.02 (.05) -.03 (.05) -.01 (.05) 

Gender  .00 (.05) .02 (.06) .02 (.06) 

Job Tenure  -.16 (.06)** -.29 (.08)** 

Age  .09 (.06) .13 (.06)* 

Job Tenure x Age   .14 (.06)* 

R2 (Adjusted R2)  .00 (-.01) .03 (.01) .04 (.03) 

ΔR2 .00 .02* .02* 

 Note: N = 347. Unstandardized regression coefficients are shown; standard errors are noted within 
parentheses.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 

 

TABLE 4.1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations

TABLE 4.1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations 

Note: N = 347. Due to sensitivity for the organization, means and standard deviations for performance criteria are not disclosed and are marked “ND”. Please contact the 
author for more information.  
* p < .05, ** p< .01.

Variables M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 

1. Gender 1.14 .35             

2. Number of 
Employees 

40.83 56.49 -.12*            

3. Organizational 
Tenure 

8.71 11.67 -.20** .18**           

4. Job Tenure 3.18 3.19 -.06 .04 .29**          

5. Age 3.89 9.14 -.29** .16** .61** .30**         

6. Job Satisfaction 4.30 .51 .00 -.02 -.03 -.13* .03        

7. Transformational 
Leadership 

3.73 .34 .14** .18** -.07 -.09 -.21** .14**       

8. Employee 
Satisfaction 

4.03 .17 -.07 .10 .09 -.05 .08 .05 .39**      

9. Employee 
Turnover 

3.89 .17 -.05 .00 -.05 -.06 -.08 -.03 -.11* -.29**     

10. Customer 
Satisfaction 

ND ND -.06 .08 .13* .10 .16** .00 .15** .15** -.22**    

11. Predicted Sales ND ND -.12* .94** .17** .03 .18** -.01 .17** .12* .00 .07   

12. Actual Sales (euro) ND ND -.11* .94** .16** .03 .17** -.02 .18** .12* -.02 .09 .99**  

13. Sales Goal 
Achievement 

ND ND -.03 .58** .05 .01 .06 -.04 .14** .07 -.11* .15** .56** .68** 
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TABLE 4.2 
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Number of Employees -.02 (.05) -.03 (.05) -.01 (.05) 
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Age  .09 (.06) .13 (.06)* 

Job Tenure x Age   .14 (.06)* 

R2 (Adjusted R2)  .00 (-.01) .03 (.01) .04 (.03) 

ΔR2 .00 .02* .02* 

 Note: N = 347. Unstandardized regression coefficients are shown; standard errors are noted within 
parentheses.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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Hypotheses Testing

Hypothesis 1 proposed that middle managers’ job tenure would be negatively 

related to their job satisfaction. Indeed, as shown in Table 4.2, a significant negative 

relationship was found between the two (β = -.16, p < .01), even after controlling for 

gender and number of employees. Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Moreover, in line with Hypothesis 2, Table 4.3 shows that job satisfaction 

was positively related to transformational leadership (β = .15, p < .01), even after 

considering controls. Bootstrap results corroborated the indirect relationship indicated 

by this pattern of linkages, with middle managers’ job satisfaction mediating the 

association between job tenure and transformational leadership behavior (indirect 

relationship = -.02). Consistent with Hypothesis 3, the bootstrap 95% confidence 

interval around this indirect relationship did not contain zero (CI = -.061, -.002).

Hypothesis 4 suggested that age would moderate the relationship between 

middle managers’ job tenure and job satisfaction. To test this hypothesis, the 

interaction term of job tenure and age was entered in the regression equation 

predicting middle managers’ job satisfaction, in addition to control variables and 

main effects. This interaction term was significant (β = .14, p < .05; see Table 4.2). 

As shown in Figure 4.2 (cf. Hayes, 2008), the negative relationship between job 

tenure and job satisfaction was more pronounced under conditions of lower age (-1 

SD, standardized bootstrapped effect = -.43; CI = -.685, -.178) than of higher age (+1 

SD, standardized bootstrapped effect = -.158; CI= -.267, -.049). Hence, Hypothesis 

4 was supported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that age would moderate the indirect relationship 

between job tenure and transformational leadership through middle managers’ job 

satisfaction. 

As shown in Table 4.4, the findings indicated a significant conditional indirect 

relationship between job tenure and middle managers’ transformational leadership 

through job satisfaction at lower values of age (i.e., 1 SD below the mean; conditional 

indirect effect = -.060), as illustrated by a bootstrap 95% confidence interval that did 
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TABLE 4.3 

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Transformational Leadership 

 Middle Manager Job Satisfaction 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Number of Employees .21 (.05)** .24 (.05)** .24 (.05)** 

Gender  .16 (.05)** .11 (.05)* .11 (.05)* 

Job Tenure  -.11 (.08) -.06 (.08) 

Age  -.19 (.06)** -.21 (.06)** 

Job Tenure x Age  .03 (.04) .06 (.06) 

Job Satisfaction   .15 (.05)** 

R2 (Adjusted R2)  .06 (.06) .11 (.10) .13 (.11) 

ΔR2 .06** .05** .02** 

Note: N = 347. Unstandardized regression coefficients are shown; standard errors are noted within 
parentheses.  
* p < .05, **p< .01. 

 

 

 

not include zero (CI = -.142, -.011). In contrast, for older middle managers, the effect 

was less pronounced (i.e., 1 SD above the mean of age, conditional indirect effect = 

-.022; CI= -.063, -.002). Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.

TABLE 4.3

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Transformational Leadership
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TABLE 4.5 

Results of Hierarchical Regression for Performance Outcomes 

Note: N = 347. Unstandardized parameter estimates are reported, standard errors in brackets. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 

 Employee Satisfaction Employee Turnover  Customer Satisfaction Sales Target Achievement 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2  Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Gender -.04 (.06) -.09 (.05) -.08 (.06) -.07 (.06)  -.01 (.06) -.03 (.06) .03 (.05) .03 (.05) 

Number of Employees .08 (.06) -.02 (.05) .00 (.06) .03 (.06)  .06 (.06) .01 (.06) .59 (.04)** .58 (.05)** 

Organizational Tenure .07 (.07) .03 (.06) .00 (.07) .01 (.07)  .03 (.07) .02 (.07) -.07 (.06) -.07 (.06) 

Job Tenure -.08 (.06) -.08 (.05) -.04 (.06) -.04 (.06)  .05 (.06) .05 (.06) .00 (.05) .00 (.05) 

Age .04 (.07) .15 (.07)* -.09 (.07) -.12 (.07)  .11 (.07) .16 (.07)* .02 (.06) .03 (.06) 

Job Satisfaction .04 (.05) -.03 (.05) -.03 (.05) -.01 (.06)  .01 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.03 (.04) -.03 (.05) 

Transformational 

Leadership 
 .43 (.05)**  -.13 (.06)*   .19 (.06)**  .03 (.05) 

R2 (Adjusted R2) .03 (.01) .19 (.17) .02 (.00) .03 (.01)  .03 (.01) .06 (.05) .34(.33) .34 (.33) 

ΔR2 .03 .16** .02 .02*  -.01 (.06) -.03 (.06) .03 (.05) .03 (.05) 

FIGURE 4.2 

Middle Manager Job Satisfaction Predicted by Job Tenure, Moderated by Age 
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TABLE 4.4 

Conditional Indirect Relationship of Job Tenure with Transformational 

Leadership Through Job Satisfaction by Age 

 

 

 

Age  Indirect Relationship Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

-1SD  -.060 (.032) -.142 -.011 

Mean  -.041 (.021) -.094 -.008 

+1SD  -.022 (.014) -.063 -.002 

Note: N = 347. Standardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. SE = standard 
error. LL = lower limit. CI = 95% confidence interval. UL = upper limit. 
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Finally, Table 4.5 shows the results of testing Hypotheses 6a-d. As can be seen, 

the hypothesis on the positive relationship between middle managers’ transformational 

leadership and direct reports’ job satisfaction (Hypothesis 6a, β = .39, p < .01), and 

the hypothesis on employee turnover (Hypothesis 6d, β = -.12, p < .05) were both 

confirmed, thereby corroborating previous empirical studies on these relationships 

(e.g. Tse, Huang, & Lam, 2013). Moreover, as shown in Table 4.5, transformational 

leadership was positively related to customer satisfaction, supporting Hypothesis 6b 

(β = .15, p < .01). Lastly, as can be seen in Table 4.6, the hypothesis on the positive 

relationship between transformational leadership and sales target achievement was not 

supported (Hypothesis 6c, β = .02, p = ns).

DISCUSSION

This study illustrated that prolonged job tenure can have detrimental 

consequences for middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior by 

diminishing their job satisfaction. Moreover, this relationship was found to be age-

dependent. The negative, indirect relationship between job tenure and transformational 

leadership through decreased job satisfaction was more pronounced among younger 

rather than older middle managers. Finally, the study showed that transformational 

leadership is related to a number of important outcome variables, namely employee 

satisfaction, employee turnover, and customer satisfaction.

Theoretical Implications

These findings make a number of important contributions. In particular, this 

study is among the first to examine the important role of job tenure for middle managers’ 

job satisfaction and subsequent leadership behaviors, thereby addressing scholars’ calls 

for empirical research on this issue (e.g., Shamir, 2011). Previous theorizing on the role 

of job tenure for leadership has largely focused on top managers’ tenure (Hambrick 

& Fukutomi, 1991; Hambrick 2007) and generally proposed specific life-cycle or 

career-stage mechanisms to explain tenure’s effects (e.g., Bown-Wilson, 2008; Giri & 
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Santra, 2010; Morrow & McElroy, 1987). The present study, in contrast, focused on 

job tenure among middle managers as a critical yet frequently neglected group within 

organizations (Osterman, 2008). Using SET, the role of these managers’ job tenure 

(rather than career stage) was explored as an important aspect of exchanges between 

organizational members, in this case middle managers and the organization (cf. Taylor 

et al., 1996). The findings illustrate that prolonged job tenure is of crucial importance 

for middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior, thereby extending earlier 

findings on top management and providing new theoretical perspectives to examine 

tenure-leadership linkages.

Furthermore, job satisfaction was identified as a relevant job attitude that 

acts as a strong antecedent of transformational leadership. The present study thereby 

contributes not only to the relatively limited literature on the antecedents of such 

leadership (Bommer et al., 2004; Cavazotte, Moreno, & Hickmann, 2012), but also 

to the even smaller body of research on specific job attitudes as predictors of this 

leadership behavior (Bommer et al., 2004; Jin et al., 2016). Extending previous work 

that has focused on personality traits (Judge & Bono, 2000), affective factors (Walter 

& Bruch, 2009), or contextual features (Byrne et al., 2014; Menges, Walter, Vogel, 

& Bruch, 2011), the present study illustrates that transformational leadership also 

rests on an attitudinal basis. As such, it contributes to a better understanding of the 

development of this important type of leadership (Eagly et al., 2003; Judge & Piccolo, 

2004). 

Finally, by combining SET (Bal et al., 2008; Bierstedt & Blau, 1965) with a 

socio-emotional selectivity perspective (Carstensen et al., 2003), the study demonstrates 

that the consequences of leaders’ job tenure are interlinked with their age. Previous 

research has similarly associated employees’ job satisfaction with their tenure and age 

(e.g. Bedeian et al., 1992; Riza et al., 2016), but the present study is among the first 

to highlight the conjoint consequences of these demographic factors for managers, 

illustrating that a full understanding of these factors requires consideration of their 

interactive roles. 
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In this way, this study also addresses recent calls for a closer examination of 

leaders’ age (Zacher, Clark, et al., 2015; Zacher, Rosing, & Frese, 2011). For example, 

based on their review of the age-leadership literature, Walter and Scheibe (2013) 

concluded that, “studies have produced diverse and sometimes contradictory findings” 

(p. 897). The present results indicate a potential explanation for this state of the 

literature, suggesting that the implications of middle managers’ age for their attitudes 

and leadership behaviors are contingent on their tenure in their current position. 

Limitations and Future Research

Despite several methodological strengths (e.g. independent data sources, a 

large field sample), this study has a number of limitations. First, its cross-sectional 

study design does not warrant causal claims. Moreover, the data were collected 

within a single organization in a single country, the Netherlands. In particular, the 

data indicated that the middle managers in the sample had an average tenure around 

three years. Although alternative studies in a similar context have found comparable 

patterns of tenure (i.e. 3.54 years, Koene, Vogelaar, & Soeters, 2002), constructive 

replication using longitudinal study designs and different cultural and organizational 

contexts appears important to enable conclusions about causality and generalizability. 

Furthermore, this study did not directly examine some of the theoretical 

mechanisms that it postulated. Although the results illustrated the mediating role of 

middle managers’ job satisfaction in the linkage between job tenure and transformational 

leadership, they did not capture the specific social exchange and socio-emotional 

selectivity processes purported to underlie these associations. Therefore, future 

research might enable a finer-grained depiction of the current model by considering 

these micro-mediating mechanisms. In particular, Ng and Feldman (2009) suggest an 

interesting area to explore: the specific roles of psychological contract malleability 

(tolerance of contract violation) and replicability (the belief that one’s current contract 

can be obtained elsewhere). Considering the present study’s findings on the interplay 

of job tenure and age, this perspective might now further knowledge by addressing the 
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specific appreciations of career-related psychological contract violations, and as such 

their underlying processes. 

Another focus area of future research related to the current model could be 

the investigation of other job-related attitudes. As the present study explored job 

satisfaction—a general and evaluative job attitude—the relationship between tenure, 

more specific attitudes relating to career progress or career commitment (Allen & 

Meyer, 1993; Lapalme et al., 2009; Morrow & McElroy, 1987), and leadership might 

be an interesting direction for future research. In particular, career-related attitudinal 

antecedents of leadership behavior would be worth exploring (cf. Shamir, 2011).

In addition, the relationship between age and leadership could be further 

examined. Along with the present study’s insight, current research on age and 

leadership (Walter & Scheibe, 2013; Zacher, Ambiel, et al., 2015; Zacher, Clark, et 

al., 2015), tenure and performance (Ng & Feldman, 2013a), and age and performance 

(Ng & Feldman, 2013a, 2013b) shows that the relationships between these constructs 

are complex but, more importantly, that they should be studied in conjunction. In 

particular, the lack of a coherent, overarching theoretical framework to interpret the 

effects of time (i.e. of both age and tenure) on leadership and leaders’ performance 

offers a great opportunity for further research.

Practical Implications 

From a practical perspective, the gained insights into the role of middle 

managers’ job tenure offer actionable recommendations for organizations’ career 

management efforts (Chao, 1990; Tremblay & Roger, 2004). With increasing job 

tenure potentially diminishing middle managers’ job satisfaction and, by consequence, 

their transformational leadership behavior, it seems important to take measures that 

prevent managers from becoming stalled in their position. To the extent that relatively 

flat hierarchies limit middle managers’ upward mobility, job rotation programs and/

or lateral career paths (Ference et al., 1977; Omar, Anuar, & Salleh, 2014; Rotondo & 

Perrewé, 2000) may provide viable alternatives in this regard.
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At the same time, the findings call for a targeted implementation of such 

measures. Organizations are well advised to consider middle managers’ age, in 

particular, when utilizing these instruments (Bown-Wilson, 2008; Stout et al., 1988). 

Compared to their younger counterparts, for older managers increasing job tenure 

was found to be largely unrelated to their job satisfaction and subsequent behavior. 

Hence, complex career management programs may not be necessary or beneficial 

for this group. It is important to note, however, that the present author does not 

advocate a clear-cut differentiation in human resource practices on the basis of 

individuals’ age. Naturally, even within specific age groups, individual managers are 

likely to differ substantially in their preferences and needs. Consequently, it seems 

crucial for organizations to account for such individual differences and to tailor their 

career management efforts, for example by offering individualized career paths 

that best meet a manager’s specific requirements and utilize his or her leadership 

potential (Evans & Gilbert, 1984; Guest, 2004; Lee, Bachrach, & Rousseau, 2015; 

Ng & Lucianetti, 2015). Thus, a manager’s age may offer an initial indication when 

considering individualized steps and discussing options in this regard, but many 

other characteristics are worth considering as well. 

Lastly, by replicating earlier findings on the relationship between 

transformational leadership and performance outcomes (e.g., Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & 

Shamir, 2002; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Koene, Vogelaar, & Soeters, 2002; Peterson, 

Walumbwa, Byron, & Myrowitz, 2008; Zhang, Cao, & Tjosvold, 2011) using a large 

sample with multisource outcome variables (i.e., financial performance and employee 

and customer satisfaction), this study’s results reiterate the practical relevance of 

transformational leadership, illustrating why it is important for organizations to 

invest in the development of this leadership behavior by implementing appropriate 

career policies for middle managers. 

In sum, it appears that some fundamental career (job tenure) and individual 

(age) characteristics may critically shape middle managers’ transformational 

leadership. It is believed that these findings can guide organizational career 
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management policies designed to promote managers’ respective behavior. At same 

time, these results open up new avenues for future research on this important type 

of leadership.
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Research shows that middle managers can be of great importance to 

organizations, for example in formulating strategy and policy, enacting strategy 

(Balogun, 2003; Embertson, 2006; Huy, 2001), supporting change (Huy, 2002), and 

driving business performance (Mair, 2005). Nevertheless, theoretical and empirical 

knowledge on these managers’ role in organizations is still scarce. As noted in Chapter 

1, a vast volume of leadership research aims to empirically examine and theoretically 

clarify the specific challenges for upper management or CEOs and frontline supervisors, 

while phenomena related to middle managers’ leadership remain under-addressed: “By 

far the least well empirically-understood aspect of organizational leadership happens 

in the middle place” (DeChurch, Hiller, Murase, Doty, & Salas, 2010, p. 1078). 

The studies presented in this dissertation therefore examined this crucial group 

of leaders within organizations. These three empirical studies demonstrated that middle 

managers have a challenging role, typified by unique dependencies on different aspects 

of their work circumstances, including their superiors’ leadership, assigned goals, and 

tenure. First, middle managers lead others, but are also led. As such, their leadership 

behavior may depend upon the leadership style of their own superior (Caughron & 

Mumford, 2011; Kinicki et al., 2011; Parris et al., 2008; Yang et al., 2010). Second, 

middle managers are oftentimes responsible for executing a strategy and, thus, have 

little autonomy in setting direction themselves (Della Rocca, 1992; Rouleau & 

Balogun, 2011). In particular, being assigned difficult goals and translating these—via 

their own leadership behavior—into action is challenging. Third, middle managers’ 

roles are typified by dependency on both organizational human resource procedures 

and on external developments that can impact their career paths (Morison et al., 2006). 

The main question in this dissertation, as examined in Chapters 2-4, was therefore: 

How do middle managers’ dependencies translate into their leadership behaviors and 

associated performance outcomes? In three empirical studies, this dissertation aspired 

to identify underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions of the challenges faced by 

middle managers, therewith furthering the organizational behavior and human resource 

management literature and contributing to the ability of organizations to effectively 
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leverage these managers’ contributions to organizational performance.

This conclusive chapter first reflects on these challenges for middle managers 

by summarizing the findings of Chapters 2, 3, and 4. These findings are based on 

empirical field research conducted in the years 2011, 2012, and 2013 in the same 

organization. Secondly, the chapter provides a theoretical synthesis of these findings 

and, in particular, of the overall dissertation. Thirdly, it describes possible avenues for 

future research based on the studies’ conclusions and limitations. Lastly, the general 

discussion considers key practical implications of this dissertation.

SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS

Dependency on the Superior: The Dual Leadership Challenge 

Chapter 2 examined middle managers’ dependency on their own superiors. In 

particular, it investigated whether higher-level superiors’ transformational leadership 

cascades or trickles down the hierarchy to middle managers, and whether it may 

thereby shape middle managers’ own transformational leadership behavior. Scarce 

empirical evidence suggests that such trickle-down mechanisms may exist (Bass et 

al., 1987; Waldman & Yammarino, 1999; Yang et al., 2010). For example, leaders’ 

behavior could cascade through role modeling or social learning mechanisms (Bandura, 

1986). Yet, research examining the mechanisms and boundary conditions underlying 

such processes is meager. Since transformational leadership is typified by positive 

behavior, attitudes, and affect (e.g. Erez, Misangyi, Johnson, LePine, & Halverson, 

2008), it was proposed in this chapter that superiors’ transformational leadership 

relates to higher positive affect among middle managers, therewith inducing the latter 

to show more of this leadership behavior themselves. As such, it was proposed that an 

affective mechanism underlies the cascading of transformational leadership (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996). In addition, based on attribution theory (Martinko et al., 2007), it 

was argued that middle managers’ perceptions of organizational justice could be pivotal 

for this trickle-down effect to fully unfold (Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002). More 

specifically, it was suggested that personalized forms of justice (i.e., informational and 
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interpersonal justice; Colquitt & Rodell, 2015) strengthen the relationship between 

superiors’ transformational leadership and middle managers’ positive affect, as these 

managers may use such justice perceptions to form attributions about their superiors’ 

intentions. In sum, Chapter 2 hypothesized that superiors’ transformational leadership 

shapes middle managers’ transformational leadership behaviors via these managers’ 

positive affect, and argued that this cascading effect hinges on these managers’ 

perceptions of personalized justice. 

Data gathered in 2011 from a sample of 443 middle managers and their 2,949 

direct subordinates in a large food retail company in the Netherlands mostly supported 

these hypotheses. As expected, superiors’ transformational leadership positively 

related to middle managers’ positive affect, which was positively associated with 

middle managers’ transformational behavior. In addition, perceptions of informational 

(but not interpersonal) justice served as a key boundary condition that amplified this 

cascading relationship. 

These findings have important theoretical implications. First, they show that 

superiors’ transformational leadership can indeed trickle down through hierarchical 

managerial layers. Second, they suggest an affective mechanism that underlies this 

trickle-down process, thus not only illustrating a cascading role of transformational 

leadership but also explicating how this effect unfolds. Thirdly, the fact that 

organizational justice perceptions moderated the role of superiors’ transformational 

leadership supports the notion that justice and leadership constructs are intertwined 

and “must be looked at in tandem, rather than separately” (De Cremer et al., 2007, p. 

1809). Hence, Chapter 2 contributes to a better understanding of the antecedents of 

middle managers’ transformational leadership behavior. 

Dependency on Assigned Objectives: The Goal Challenge

Chapter 3 studied the relationship between middle managers’ assigned goals 

and their abusive supervision. Due to their position, middle managers often have little 

autonomy in determining their own goals, but are required to achieve goals assigned to 
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them by managers in the upper echelons of the organization. Traditionally, the literature 

has argued that setting ambitious goals motivates people to perform better (e.g., Lee, 

Locke, & Latham, 1989). Yet, recent empirical evidence suggests that striving to 

achieve difficult goals may have negative side effects as well, potentially promoting 

depletion, unethical behavior, and abusive supervision (Mawritz et al., 2014; Schweitzer 

et al., 2004; Welsh & Ordóñez, 2014). However, the underlying mechanisms for this 

suggested association between assigned goals and abusive supervision have been less 

clear. For instance, it has been suggested that low perceived attainability of assigned 

goals is associated with increased emotional exhaustion. Conservation of Resources 

(COR) theory suggests that emotional exhaustion limits the motivation to regulate 

behavior (Halbesleben et al., 2013; Hobfoll, 1989) and, as such, could trigger abusive 

supervision (cf. Deng, Walter, Lam, & Zhao, 2016; Lam, Walter, & Huang, 2017). 

Hence, difficult assigned goals could, through middle managers’ emotional exhaustion, 

relate to abusive supervision. 

Moreover, it has been suggested that ethical climate perceptions can instigate 

behavior in the workplace (Arnaud & Schminke, 2007b). These perceptions can 

influence attitudes and motivations (Barnett & Vaicys, 2000), but also relate to 

individuals’ behavior by providing guidelines or normative pressure on what actions 

are acceptable or unacceptable (Arnaud, 2010; Bulutlar & Öz, 2009; Kish-Gephart 

et al., 2010; Lange, 2008). Thus, the indirect relationship between middle managers’ 

difficult goals and abusive supervision could hinge on their ethical climate perceptions 

(Martin & Cullen, 2006). 

Therefore, Chapter 3 investigated whether perceptions of high normative 

standards in the organization, as manifested in a work climate low in egoism, might 

provide extra motivation to withhold abusive supervision for non-exhausted middle 

managers, therewith diminishing the exhaustion-abusive supervision linkage. In 

addition, the chapter also examined the detrimental relationship of abusive supervision 

with business unit performance.

The empirical study in Chapter 3 used data gathered in 2012 from a sample of 
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370 middle managers and 2,659 direct subordinates as well as business unit performance 

indicators from the same organization as in Study 1. As expected, the results showed 

that perceived goal attainability was negatively related to middle managers’ abusive 

supervision through emotional exhaustion. In addition, the empirical results indicated 

that under conditions of a perceived climate of low egoism, non-exhausted middle 

managers showed less abusive supervision. Lastly, empirical evidence was found 

for a negative relationship of abusive supervision with one indicator of business unit 

performance (i.e., employee turnover), but not for customer satisfaction or financial 

performance. 

All in all, these results indicate that middle managers’ dependency on assigned 

goals is not only associated with their well-being (i.e., exhaustion), but also that 

this well-being translates into middle managers’ leadership behavior. Moreover, 

the findings stress the importance of the perceived ethical climate in which middle 

managers operate. This climate can further shape the relationship of exhaustion with 

abusive behavior and, as such, is of pivotal importance in limiting the prevalence of 

abusive supervision in the workplace. 

Job Tenure, Age, and Leadership Behavior: The Career Challenge

Chapter 4 investigated the relationship between middle managers’ job tenure 

and transformational leadership behavior. Middle managers’ careers depend on multiple 

developments within and outside of their organizations. In particular, technological 

developments such as automation (see Frey & Osborne, 2013; Millman & Hartwick, 

1987; Stoker, 2006), an ageing population, and changing retirement ages all contribute 

to slowing down “traditional” management career paths (Morison et al., 2006). This 

situation may lead middle managers to experience longer job tenure (Ettington, 1998), 

which these managers may perceive as a palpable, detrimental sign of their lack of 

career progress, according to previous research (Taylor et al., 1996). Moreover, scholars 

have found that prolonged job tenure is negatively related to several job attitudes, such 

as organizational commitment and turnover intentions (Avery et al., 2003; Bedeian 
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et al., 1992; Taylor et al., 1996). However, the possible association of prolonged job 

tenure with middle managers’ leadership behavior and performance is still relatively 

under-examined.

 Therefore, Chapter 4 investigated the relationship between middle managers’ 

prolonged job tenure and transformational leadership behavior. Based on social 

exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994), it was hypothesized that 

middle managers would perceive longer job tenure as a violation of their psychological 

contract with the organization, and hence that prolonged time spent in a job position 

would relate negatively to middle managers’ job satisfaction. In addition, again based 

on social exchange theory, it was posited that middle managers’ job satisfaction would 

be negatively related to their transformational leadership. Finally, drawing on socio-

emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., 2000), it was argued that this indirect 

relationship would be more pronounced for younger than for older middle managers, 

because individuals’ goals and priorities shift with age (Carstensen, 2006; Carstensen 

et al., 1999; Lockenhoff & Carstensen, 2004; Ng & Feldman, 2010). Furthermore, this 

chapter also explored how middle managers’ transformational leadership relates to 

business unit performance. 

Using the same organization as in the previous studies, in 2013 multisource 

data were collected from business units, 347 middle managers, and 2,198 of their 

direct reports to examine the relationships proposed above. The results showed that 

middle managers’ positional tenure was negatively related to their job satisfaction. 

Furthermore, their age was found to mitigate this relationship, such that job tenure 

was negatively associated with job satisfaction among younger middle managers, 

but positively associated with job satisfaction among older managers. Moreover, as 

expected, job satisfaction was negatively related to middle managers’ transformational 

leadership, but the latter was positively related to two objective performance outcomes, 

namely employee turnover and customer satisfaction. 

These results a) illustrate that the time middle managers spend in their position 

is of pivotal importance in shaping their transformational leadership behavior, and 
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b) identify a temporal component as antecedent of leadership, addressing scholars’ 

recent call for studies on time-related issues in leadership research (e.g., Shamir, 

2011). In addition, these results improve the understanding of the antecedents of 

transformational leadership by examining an attitudinal mechanism for the role of job 

tenure, namely middle managers’ job satisfaction. Identifying this mechanism fosters 

a better comprehension of the intrapersonal attitudes that shape leadership. Secondly, 

by combining social exchange theory (Bal et al., 2008; Bierstedt & Blau, 1965) with a 

socio-emotional selectivity perspective (Carstensen et al., 2003), Chapter 4 highlights 

the conjoint consequences of both age and tenure on middle managers’ attitudes and 

leadership. It illustrates that to fully understand these factors, careful consideration 

of their interactive roles is required. In this way, the chapter illustrates how middle 

managers’ dependency, in close conjunction with their individual characteristics, 

relates to their leadership.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

Above and beyond the individual contributions of the aforementioned empirical 

studies, this dissertation more broadly advances leadership research and theory in 

several ways. Figure 5.1 depicts an overarching framework that addresses middle 

managers’ unique challenges and their consequences, as derived from a combination 

of the present studies (i.e., Chapters 2-4). The left side of Figure 5.1 displays middle 

managers’ key dependencies, namely superiors’ leadership, assigned goals, and job 

tenure in a specific position. The middle part of Figure 5.1 then depicts the psychological 

mechanisms (positive affect [Chapter 2], emotional exhaustion [Chapter 3], and 

job satisfaction [Chapter 4]) that have been shown to be the mediating mechanisms 

between these dependencies and middle managers’ leadership behavior. As illustrated, 

this leadership behavior can take positive, inspirational forms (e.g., transformational 

leadership) but also negative, aggressive shapes (e.g., abusive supervision). Finally, 

the right side of Figure 5.1 shows the proposed relationships between these types of 

leadership behavior among middle managers and business unit performance (Chapters 
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3 and 4). Considered collectively, this overall model contributes to the leadership 

literature by (a) underlining the pivotal role of different dependency characteristics of 

middle managers’ position for their leadership behaviors and outcomes, (b) identifying 

the underlying mechanisms associated with these relationships, and (c) examining 

the boundary conditions under which these relationships unfold. These theoretical 

contributions are addressed in more detail below.

First, the important role of dependency characteristics for middle managers 

specifies the emphasis in different leadership theories on the role of the environment 

or context in which leaders operate (Avolio, 2007; House, 1996). Johns (2006: 386) 

defines context as “situational opportunities and constraints that affect the occurrence 

and meaning of organizational behavior,” and previous research has illustrated various 

contextual factors as potential leadership antecedents, including hierarchical level 

(Bruch & Walter, 2007) as well as an organization’s reward system (Bardes, 2009) 

and overall structure (Walter & Bruch, 2007). The present dissertation indicates key 

dependencies (i.e. on superiors, goals, and position characteristics) as a specific class 

of contextual factors that critically shape middle managers’ leadership behaviors and 

outcomes. Beyond addressing scholars’ repeated calls to further examine middle 

managers as an important group of organizational leaders with unique characteristics 

and challenges (cf. DeChurch et al., 2010; Yang et al., 2010), this dissertation therefore 

offers novel insights into the distinct contextual characteristics that may promote or 

obstruct leadership success on intermediate levels of the organizational hierarchy 

(Hernandez et al., 2011). 

Second, this dissertation identifies important psychological processes underlying 

the linkage between middle managers’ dependencies on the one hand, and their 

leadership behaviors and outcomes on the other. Hence, it not only demonstrates that 

different types of contextual dependencies are key input factors for middle managers’ 

leadership, but it also illustrates why these dependencies matter. Overall, the present 

findings show that affective and motivational mechanisms are critical as mediating 

mechanisms, including middle managers’ positive affect (Chapter 2), emotional 



135GENERAL DISCUSSION

exhaustion (Chapter 3), and job satisfaction (Chapter 4). Therefore, it appears that the 

dependencies in which middle managers operate can decisively shape the way they 

feel and think about their jobs, with distinct consequences for how they enact their 

leadership roles. As such, the findings of this dissertation offer novel, theoretically 

relevant insights that explain how middle managers’ unique positional characteristics 

may shape their functioning as leaders.

Finally, this dissertation highlights critical boundary conditions that can shape 

the role of middle managers’ dependencies (and the resulting psychological states) for 

their leadership behavior and outcomes. By illustrating that these managers’ perceptions 

of their working environment (i.e., justice [Chapter 2] and climate perceptions [Chapter 

3]) and demographic traits (i.e., age [Chapter 4]) moderate the relationships examined 

in this research, this dissertation provides a more specific understanding of when the 

dependency characteristics for middle managerial positions matter. It appears that 

these dependencies do not equally affect all middle managers’ psychological states, 

leadership behaviors, and outcomes. This dissertation thus reiterates the need for a 

finer-grained approach to realistically depict these linkages, taking into account key 

differences between individual managers and their working environments as important 

contingency factors.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 

Each of the three studies in this dissertation employed field data gathered 

among large samples of middle managers and their direct reports. All studies also 

drew on multisource data, therewith limiting common method concerns (Podsakoff, 

Mackenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Moreover, both superiors’ (Chapter 2) and middle 

managers’ (Chapter 2, 3, and 4) leadership was measured using multiple raters, for 

enhanced reliability of the respective assessments (cf. Rubin et al., 2005). In addition, 

Chapters 3 and 4 enrich the dissertation’s main focus on the antecedents of middle 

managers’ leadership behavior by utilizing objective, multisource performance data to 

depict relevant leadership outcomes as well. 
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Notwithstanding these strengths, this dissertation has some limitations that are 

relevant when interpreting the results and that offer important directions for future 

research. First, all three studies were conducted within a single organization in the 

retail industry and in a single country, the Netherlands. This may limit the findings’ 

generalizability to other organizational or cultural contexts. For example, the examined 

middle managers (i.e., store managers) had limited autonomy in setting local goals 

and limited upward influence, and such dependencies and constraints could differ in 

other organizations (Ogbonna & Wilkinson, 2003). Moreover, the Dutch culture is 

characterized by relatively low power distance and masculinity, and relatively high 

individualism (Hofstede, 1983); such cultural factors may shape leadership behaviors 

and outcomes (e.g., Kark, Waismel-Manor, & Shamir, 2012; Kirkman, Chen, Farh, 

Chen, & Lowe, 2009; Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012; Yang et al., 2010). Therefore, 

to corroborate this dissertation’s insights, examination of the proposed relationships 

in different organizations, industries, and cultural contexts is suggested for future 

research.

Further, cross-sectional field data were used to test the hypotheses, which 

prohibits causal claims. Hence, although the hypotheses were based on strong 

theoretical frameworks, further longitudinal or experimental research is required 

to substantiate causal conclusions. Moreover, middle managers’ or employees’ 

perceptions formed the bases of most of the data gathered for the studies. Therefore, 

despite using different measurement sources, the conclusions might still be subject to 

common method concerns (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In the research designs, attempts 

were made to account for such biases, for example through random sampling of 

subordinates and the use of well-validated measurement scales. In addition, complex 

moderated and mediated relationships between variables were examined, which are 

less likely to materialize in the presence of common method bias (J. M. Conway & 

Lance, 2010; Podsakoff et al., 2003; Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). 

Lastly, the empirical studies in this dissertation all employed between-person 

research designs. Although common in the leadership literature (Day, Fleenor, Atwater, 
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Sturm, & McKee, 2014), this approach cannot clarify the dynamic development of the 

psychological processes addressed in this dissertation. The following section identifies 

directions for future research that extend beyond addressing these limitations.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

To explicate the key future directions derived from this dissertation, this section 

draws on Figure 5.1 and first discusses (a) possible other dependency characteristics 

for middle managers, (b) potential additional underlying mechanisms associated with 

the relationships between these managers’ dependencies and their behavior, and (c) 

alternative boundary conditions under which these relationships may unfold. Moreover, 

the section discusses some research directions based on the full conceptual model.

Exploring Additional Dependencies

First, future research could explore additional dependencies faced by middle 

managers, beyond the ones examined in this dissertation. As depicted in Figure 

5.1, three categories of dependencies were identified here: a middle manager’s 

superior, assigned goals, and positional characteristics (i.e., tenure). Building on this 

categorization, future research could investigate additional dependencies originating 

from the superior, for example addressing less positive leadership behavior such as 

abusive supervision. Such negative behavior has been shown to trickle down towards 

lower levels of management (Aryee & Chen, 2007; Mayer et al., 2009; Wayne et al., 

2008). Hence, additional research identifying the effects of both positive and negative 

superior leadership behavior on middle managers’ attitudes could advance a more 

comprehensive picture of the respective dependencies and their relationships with 

psychological processes and subsequent behaviors.

Next, this dissertation related the difficulty of assigned goals to middle managers’ 

exhaustion. Besides the detrimental effects of such goals, however, goal conflict might 

be another specific challenge faced by middle managers (Emsley, 2003). Such conflict 

is defined as “the degree to which individuals feel that performance expectations (i.e. 
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goals) with respect to the multiple dimensions of a task, or among multiple tasks, are 

incompatible” (Cheng, Luckett, & Mahama, 2007, p. 222). Perceptions of goal conflict 

are related to lower task performance, presumably due to increased pressure or limited 

resources to achieve competing goals (Cheng et al., 2007; Locke, Smith, Erez, Chah, 

& Schaffer, 1994). It is likely that especially middle managers experience substantial 

goal conflict, for example due to frequent strategic changes of top management, or 

to the conflicting expectations that they face from their superiors on the one hand, 

and from subordinates on the other (Holden & Roberts, 2004). Future research could 

therefore examine specifically if and how middle managers experience goal conflict 

and how such conflict may relate to their leadership behavior. 

Furthermore, this dissertation showed that middle managers’ prolonged tenure 

in a position is associated with their leadership behavior. Adding to this perspective, 

it would be interesting to examine alternative job characteristics of middle managers’ 

positions in this regard. To better understand middle managers’ leadership, scholars 

have indicated that an especially promising theoretical perspective could be multiteam 

system theory (MTS; DeChurch, 2006; Dechurch, Hiller, Murase, Doty, & Salas, 2010; 

De Vries, 2015). Increasingly, tasks in the business environment require the cooperation 

or coordination of multiple individuals not only within single teams, but also across 

multiple teams. As such, a new level of analysis arises in leadership research, together 

with “a complex variety of skills, knowledge, and functions” that need effective 

coordination (Zaccaro, Marks, & DeChurch, 2012, p. 12). It has been suggested that 

such novel structures shape middle managers’ leadership. Indeed, research shows that 

effectively aligning task and performance demands on the one hand, and managing the 

internal teamwork on the other requires specific leadership skills (cf. DeChurch, 2006), 

and scholars have explicitly suggested that middle managers might play a crucial role 

in such a multiteam system environment. Therefore, these novel organizational forms 

are likely to impose new requirements on middle managers’ leadership (Dechurch et 

al., 2010) and may thereby represent a new category of characteristics of the middle 

manager layer worth investigating. 
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Investigating Alternative Mechanisms

Research could further expand the present studies by identifying alternative 

mechanisms or processes that underlie the relationship between middle managers’ 

dependencies and leadership behavior. This dissertation focused on middle managers’ 

job satisfaction, positive affect, and emotional exhaustion. However, it is possible that 

other relevant psychological states and attitudes are related to the dependencies of 

middle management. For example, since middle managers are both followers of their 

superior and leaders of their team, their organizational identification (Chen, Chi, & 

Friedman, 2013; Cole & Bruch, 2006) or team identification (Ashforth, Harrison, & 

Corley, 2008; Thomas & Linstead, 2002; Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2014) might 

be important as potential mediating mechanisms. Research on dual or multiple foci 

of identification offers promising directions for studying such psychological factors 

among these managers. In particular, the duality of their identification (Cuijpers, 2011; 

Harding et al., 2014) could be further clarified to determine why and when it relates 

to middle managers’ leadership behaviors. Research shows that multiple identification 

in management teams leads to increased inter-team conflict, and over time to lower 

performance (Cuijpers, 2011). It therefore seems plausible that especially middle 

managers who identify strongly with their teams (but not the overall organization) 

might face difficulties embracing and applying organizational procedures or goals that 

are not advantageous for their teams. As such, this aspect of dual allegiance might be a 

beneficial avenue for future research to better understand the processes that transform 

middle managers’ dependencies into leadership behavior. 

Identifying Alternative Contingency Factors 

Research could also identify other boundary conditions, both for the 

relationship between dependencies and middle managers’ psychological states, and 

for the relationship between the latter and middle managers’ leadership behaviors. For 

example, middle managers’ personality traits, such as agreeableness or neuroticism, 

could shape how middle managers’ dependencies translate into their psychological 
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states or processes. Scholars have already examined conditions under which 

dependencies (e.g. superior leadership) are associated with psychological states such 

as emotional exhaustion (Perry, Witt, Penney, & Atwater, 2010). As such, middle 

managers’ psychological traits are interesting boundary conditions to further examine 

when considering the relationship between middle managers’ dependencies and 

psychological states and processes. 

Next, regarding the boundary conditions that moderate the relationship between 

middle managers’ psychological states and their (leadership) behavior, this dissertation 

shows that the behavioral guidelines associated with specific work climates (e.g., 

ethical climate) are a promising area for future research. Research on climates has 

suggested that “strong climates accentuate climate-relevant practices, whereas weak 

climates attenuate those practices” (Guarana & Hernandez, 2015, p. 63). This implies 

that when considering antecedents of middle managers’ leadership, shared normative 

behavioral guidelines within organizations could further specify the conditions under 

which these managers’ psychological states relate to leadership behavior and even 

business unit or team performance.

Directions for Research Linking Middle Managers’ Leadership to Business Unit 

Performance 

Finally, a number of potentially interesting future research areas are envisaged 

based on the full conceptual model depicted in Figure 5.1. First, based on the current 

dissertation’s empirical research, drawing conclusions regarding the proposed 

relationships of middle managers’ leadership behavior with performance outcomes 

(e.g. employee turnover, customer satisfaction, and consumer sales) is complicated. 

This is not surprising, since scholars have previously indicated that such performance 

outcomes might be interrelated (Arnold et al., 2009; Gómez, McLaughlin, & Wittink, 

2004). In particular, researchers have proposed that these are more complex sequential 

relationships, for example between (transformational) leadership behavior of middle 

managers, employee attitudes and behavior, customer satisfaction, and consumer 
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sales. Yet, research has often examined only parts of such relationships (Arnold et al., 

2009; Bettencourt, 2004; Chuang et al., 2012; Duckett & Macfarlane, 2003; Emery 

& Barker, 2007; Gómez et al., 2004; Heskett, Sasser, & Schlesinger, 1997; Koene et 

al., 2002). Hence, future research on the relationships between employee attitudes and 

behavior, customer attitudes and behavior, and ultimately, business unit performance 

(e.g. Gómez et al., 2004; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; Netemeyer, Maxham, & 

Lichtenstein, 2010) could take into account middle managers’ dependencies, attitudes, 

and leadership behavior using a) more complex mediation analyses, and b) study 

designs that enable causal inferences to be made.

Second, the full model proposed in model 5.1 could therefore be further 

expanded with a stronger temporal or longitudinal perspective. In general, scholars 

have called for greater attention to be paid to time in leadership research because “it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to consider leadership without time playing a role…Yet, our 

review of the literature suggests that the formal use of temporal variables in leadership 

research has been scarce and scattered” (Bluedorn & Jaussi, 2008, p. 657). However, the 

acknowledgement of time as an important factor is growing (Mohammed & Alipour, 

2014; Shamir, 2011; Thoms & Greenberger, 1995), and scholars have identified it 

as being of pivotal importance in truly understanding behavior in organizations 

and the interplay between behavior and performance (e.g. Shipp & Cole, 2015). To 

understand such an interplay, future research could employ longitudinal, within-

person research designs that track multiple middle managers’ dependencies as well as 

their psychological and behavioral reactions over time. Moreover, the potential reverse 

impact of performance on dependencies and leadership behavior is an understudied 

topic in leadership research (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2014), but this 

type of research is crucial to understand the leadership-performance relationship. 

Lastly, examining these novel relationships might be further enabled by 

both new theoretical perspectives and more advanced statistical techniques (see for 

example Boyatzis, Rochford, & Jack, 2014). A wide variety of learning methods from 

neuro- and computer-science might be suitable for studying organizational phenomena 
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(see Wenzel & Van Quaquebeke, 2017). For example, machine learning techniques or 

artificial neural networks now accurately predict employee turnover (Somers, 1999; 

Somers & Casal, 2009), health of employees (Karanika-Murray & Cox, 2010), job 

titles, and organizational structure based on email patterns (Straub, 2016) or workplace 

safety behavior in warehouses (Jitwasinkul, Hadikusumo, & Memon, 2016). Such 

techniques are, among others, better able to detect non-linear patterns in complex, 

unstructured datasets, and might offer additional possibilities to examine causality 

between variables over time when the research design warrants such claims (Somers 

& Casal, 2009). For the conceptual model depicted in Figure 5.1, and in particular for 

the aforementioned research suggestions, such novel statistical techniques could be 

beneficial. For example, when studying organizational unit (financial) performance 

over time, they could allow a plethora of features to be included in prediction models. 

Despite a cautionary approach to the use of these statistical techniques (Sharpe, 

2013), scholars in the field of organizational behavior and HR management have started 

to acknowledge these developments (Angrave, Charlwood, Kirkpatrick, Lawrence, & 

Stuart, 2016; G. George, Haas, & Pentland, 2014; Tonidandel, King, & Cortina, 2016; 

Wenzel & Van Quaquebeke, 2017). Some have even stated that, “[t]he advent of data 

science can be the next phase in this evolution, which offers opportunities not only 

for refining established perspectives and enhancing the accuracy of known empirical 

results, but also for embarking into novel research domains, raising new types of 

research questions, adopting more refined units of analysis, and shedding new light on 

the mechanisms that drive observed effects” (George, Osinga, Lavie, & Scott, 2016, 

p. 1515).

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Middle managers are important to organizations but also face unique 

challenges in their roles (Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2001). From a practical perspective, 

this dissertation presents a nuanced picture in this regard, with a strong focus on 

underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions. In doing so, it moves beyond 
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popular criticism about middle managers (see Huy, 2001) and provides practitioners 

with tangible recommendations to improve organizations through these managers. 

This section provides two specific suggestions based on the dissertation as a whole: 

(1) adapting HR policies to cover the specific challenges and dependencies faced by 

middle managers, and (2) redesigning the middle manager role and organizational 

structure. 

First, well-aligned HR policies could mitigate the risks and leverage the 

opportunities of the middle manager job. For example, this dissertation shows the 

need to design management tools such that they result in realistic, feasible goals 

(Locke & Latham, 2002b; Schweitzer et al., 2004; Vriend, 2016). Performance 

standards and goals could consider middle managers’ dependencies by outlining how 

goals are perceived to be within control of these managers’ behavior. For example, 

macroeconomic trends or local economic conditions that might impact business unit 

performance could be controlled for when determining middle managers’ financial 

performance. Similarly, by providing middle managers with the right resources (e.g. 

budget, IT support), organizations could ensure that they feel adequately equipped to 

effectively deal with their dependencies. 

Next, by identifying multiple dependencies of middle managers’ position and 

showing how these relate to their leadership behavior through different psychological 

mechanisms, this dissertation provides relevant recommendations for organizations 

(and in particular HR departments) on how to foster positive (and avoid negative) 

leadership behavior among this important group. In particular, by acknowledging 

middle managers’ unique challenges, talent management policies could be more 

appropriately geared towards selecting the right managers with the right skills to 

meet these challenges. These talent management practices can be defined as “an 

integrated set of processes, programs, and cultural norms in an organization designed 

and implemented to attract, develop, deploy, and retain talent to achieve strategic 

objectives and meet future business needs” (Silzer & Dowell, 2010, p. 18), and they 

are often specifically aimed at (future) leaders within organizations (Dries, 2013). 
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In selecting future leaders, for example, HR departments could integrate 

specific case studies that explicitly address the dependencies middle managers face in 

their forthcoming career. This could raise awareness of their role-specific challenges 

and future business needs. In addition, capability- or skill-building programs aimed 

at leadership development could constructively teach middle managers and their 

superiors to deal with the dependencies and boundary conditions identified in this 

dissertation (cf. Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & McKee, 2014). 

Furthermore, to increase middle managers’ effectiveness while taking into 

account dependencies and boundary conditions, organizations could further redesign the 

middle management role. Organizational design specialists are already experimenting 

with new organizational structures. As previously mentioned, for example, ING 

bank and Spotify have introduced cross-functional cooperation in rapidly deployable 

project teams (Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012). Considering the new demands and thus 

the possibilities that such structures impose on leadership (cf. Dechurch et al., 2010), 

novel ways of working could positively redefine middle managers’ jobs.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In the preface of this dissertation, I illustrated middle managers’ complex 

position within organizations. Yet, perspectives on these managers’ past, present, 

and future roles differ. On the one hand, middle managers have been mocked and 

ridiculed by popular press, and larded with negative perspectives due to technological, 

demographical, and organizational developments (e.g. Bhasin, 2012; Finkelstein, 

2015). On the other hand, their unique value has been increasingly recognized and 

praised in the literature (Huy, 2001). However, research focusing explicitly on middle 

managers’ challenges remains meager, leaving opportunities to advance academic 

knowledge. I believe the insights of this dissertation address some of the unique 

challenges and opportunities faced by middle managers, and thereby further a nuanced 

picture of this important subgroup of leaders. Hence, I hope this dissertation helps 

practitioners to identify and acknowledge the unique nature of these jobs.
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Onder invloed van de toenemende industrialisatie ontstond in de Verenigde 

Staten in de twintigste eeuw een nieuwe rol in organisaties: de middle manager. Een 

middle manager functioneert in het management van een organisatie en kan gedefinieerd 

worden als een individu dat leiding geeft aan anderen, maar ook volger is –en dus zelf 

een leidinggevende heeft. Deze leidinggevenden waren nodig om productieprocessen 

effectief te coördineren en op deze manier de mogelijkheden van technologie optimaal 

te benutten. De groei én het succes van grote traditionele organisaties, zoals Kodak, 

General Motors en IBM is daarmee deels toegeschreven aan het bestaan van de middle 

manager. Recent hebben middle managers het in de media echter zwaar te voorduren. 

Ze zijn onderwerp van kritiek en worden vaak weggezet als toonbeeld van bureaucratie, 

inefficiëntie, een gebrek aan flexibiliteit en vooruitgang. Meer fundamentelere kritiek 

richt zich op het gebrek aan waarde dat middle managers toevoegen aan bedrijven en 

aan de economie of zelfs maatschappij als geheel. 

Het management van Google ging zover om trots een reorganisatie aan te 

kondigen waarbij men deze bureaucratische rol niet alleen zou veranderen, maar ook het 

aantal middle managers drastisch te verminderen. Tegelijkertijd benadrukken anderen 

juist de waarde die middle managers kunnen toevoegen aan organisaties, bijvoorbeeld 

doordat ze strategische besluiten en plannen vertalen naar uitvoering, bij te dragen 

aan innovatie en een positieve bijdrage te leveren aan de prestaties van organisaties. 

Het bovenstaande experiment van Google duurde slechts enkele maanden: al snel 

werden de topmanagers vaak lastig gevallen met administratieve vragen en groeide 

het besef dat middle managers belangrijk zijn bij het communiceren van de strategie, 

het prioriteren en leiden van projecten, samenwerking stimuleren, het ontwikkelen 

van medewerkers en de afstemming van doelen binnen het bedrijf. Daarbij wordt de 

rol van middle managers in organisaties gekenmerkt door specifieke uitdagingen en 

complexiteit. 

Opvallend genoeg is wetenschappelijk onderzoek dat zich specifiek richt 

op deze rol -en de daarmee samenhangende uitdagingen- nog steeds beperkt. In dit 

proefschrift onderzoek ik daarom drie uitdagingen die typisch zijn voor de rol van 
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middle managers. Ik richt mij allereerst op de uitdaging voor middle managers om 

leiding te geven, maar zelf ook afhankelijk te zijn van een leidinggevende. Vervolgens 

bekijk ik hoe middle managers omgaan met moeilijk haalbare doelen die hen zijn 

toegewezen. Tot slot onderzoek ik hoe middle managers omgaan met de gevolgen van 

minder positieve vooruitzichten ten aanzien van hun carrière. De gemene deler van deze 

uitdagingen is dat ze allen gekenmerkt worden door een vorm van afhankelijkheid die 

inherent is aan de rol. De kernvraag van dit proefschrift is dan ook “hoe gaan middle 

managers om met rol-specifieke uitdagingen?”

Baas boven baas: hoe jouw leiderschap afhankelijk is van je baas

In het eerste empirische hoofdstuk richt ik mij op de leidinggevende van middle 

managers. Er is nog niet veel bekend over de relatie tussen leiderschapsgedrag van de 

baas van een middle manager en dat van de middle manager zelf. Eerder onderzoek 

suggereert dat leiders lager in de organisatie hiërarchie het gedrag van managers 

hoger in de hiërarchie kopiëren, een proces dat ook wel een cascaderingseffect 

wordt genoemd. Weinig onderzoek is gericht op de onderliggende mechanismen die 

verklaren waarom een leiderschapsstijl wordt overgenomen en over de condities die 

verklaren wanneer zo een cascaderingseffect sterker of minder sterk is. Ik richt mij in 

deze studie op inspirerend leiderschapsgedrag genaamd transformationeel leiderschap, 

dat zich kenmerkt door onder andere een uitgekristalliseerde en aantrekkelijke 

visie, individuele aandacht en het stellen van ambitieuze doelen. Zulk leiderschap 

zorgt ervoor dat volgers bereid zijn hun eigenbelang te overstijgen en resulteert 

vaak in positieve gevoelens en emoties. Ik verwacht daarom dat transformationeel 

leiderschapsgedrag van een baas samenhangt met positieve gevoelens van middle 

managers. Aanvullend verwacht ik dat het ervaren van die positieve gevoelens een 

middle manager in staat stelt zelf ook meer transformationeel leiderschapsgedrag laten 

zien. Daarnaast veronderstel ik dat middle managers bepalen of zulk charismatische 

leiderschapsgedrag van hun baas oprecht is. Eerder onderzoek laat zien dat volgers 

zich daarbij vaak laten leiden door rechtvaardigheids percepties, vooral om te bepalen 
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of de intenties van transformationele leiders e vertrouwen zijn. Als een middle manager 

een transformationele baas heeft die ook nog rechtvaardig is, zal deze persoon eerder 

geneigd zijn positieve gevoelens te ontwikkelen en dus zelf ook meer transformationeel 

leiderschap te laten zien. Een gebrek aan rechtvaardigheid echter, zal de positieve 

gevoelens van middle managers ondermijnen en daarmee samenhangen met minder 

transformationeel leiderschapsgedrag van middle managers zelf. Ik bekijk daarom of 

specifieke rechtvaardigheidspercepties de randvoorwaarde vormen voor de positieve 

effecten van transformationeel leiderschaps gedrag en daarmee voor het eerder 

genoemde cascaderingseffect.

Ik heb deze veronderstellingen getoetst door middel van data verzameld in een 

steekproef van 443 middle managers en 2949 medewerkers in een retailorganisatie. 

De resultaten van deze studie laten zien dat transformationeel leiderschap inderdaad 

cascadeert over managementlagen via positieve gevoelens. In andere woorden: 

middle managers die een transformationele baas hebben, geven aan positiever te zijn 

en laten zelf ook meer transformationeel leiderschapsgedrag zien. Daarnaast lijken 

middle managers inderdaad specifieke rechtvaardigheidsprincipes te gebruiken om 

de oprechtheid van hun baas te bepalen. Het verband tussen het transformationeel 

leiderschapsgedrag van de baas en de positieve gevoelens van de middle manager 

treedt alleen op als een baas eerlijk en op tijd informatie deelt. 

Samengevat voegen deze inzichten nieuwe empirische kennis toe over de 

antecedenten van leiderschap, het onderliggende cascaderingsproces en helpen ze 

beter te begrijpen hoe rechtvaardigheidsprincipes en leiderschap samenhangen met 

een cascaderingsproces. 

Het doel heiligt de middelen? Hoe het nastreven van toegewezen doelen je 

leiderschapsgedrag beïnvloedt

Middle managers zijn vaak afhankelijk van doelen die worden toegewezen 

door leidinggevenden uit de top van de organisatie. Een cruciaal element van de rol 

van middle managers is de beperkte autonomie die ze hebben in het stellen van doelen 
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voor zichzelf. Daarmee staan ze voor de uitdagende taak om deze toegewezen doelen 

te behalen door leiding te geven aan medewerkers. Onderzoek naar de effecten van 

zulke toegewezen doelen op het leiderschapsgedrag van middle managers staat echter 

nog in de kinderschoenen. Een sterke basis van empirisch onderzoek laat zien dat 

het stellen van doelen prestaties positief beïnvloedt. Recente literatuur laat echter 

een schaduwzijde van dit proces zien: het nastreven van ambitieuze doelen kan ook 

negatieve effecten hebben, zoals stress, vermoeidheid en uitputting. Ik veronderstel 

daarom dat moeilijke toegewezen doelen samenhangen met de emotionele uitputting 

van middle managers. Uit empirisch onderzoek is ook gebleken dat individuen in dat 

geval niet langer gemotiveerd zijn om hun gedrag te corrigeren en norm overschrijdend, 

negatief of zelf onethisch gedrag laten zien. Ik verwacht daarom dat middle managers 

die emotioneel zijn uitgeput door het nastreven van ambitieuze doelen, meer negatief 

leiderschapsgedrag laten zien. Of middle managers in dat geval daadwerkelijk negatief 

leiderschapsgedrag laten zien, kan afhangen van organisatiefactoren. Een werkklimaat 

waarin mensen sterke normatieve standaarden hebben zou het gebrek aan motivatie 

kunnen compenseren. Een sterk ethisch klimaat zou daarmee de negatieve relatie 

tussen emotionele uitputting en negatief leiderschapsgedrag kunnen verminderen. 

Additioneel kijk ik hoe zulk negatief leiderschapsgedrag samenhangt met verschillende 

prestatie indicatoren.

 Op basis van data die zijn verzameld onder 370 middle managers in 2012 

geven de resultaten aan dat dit inderdaad het geval is. Alleen als er sprake is van 

lage emotionele uitputting doordat er haalbare doelen zijn toegewezen én in het 

geval middle managers een ethisch klimaat waarnemen, lijken middle managers 

gemotiveerd om impulsen te weerstaan en negatief leiderschapsgedrag te limiteren. 

Daarnaast blijkt negatief leiderschapsgedrag sterk samen te hangen met het verloop 

onder medewerkers, maar niet met klanttevredenheid en financiële prestaties. Deze 

resultaten verrijken de academische literatuur door te kijken via welke processen 

toegewezen doelen samenhangen met leiderschapsgedrag en door te specifiëren wat 

de impact van normatieve gedragsrichtlijnen via het werkklimaat op dat proces is.
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Weggeparkeerd in het middle management: hoe ervaring en leeftijd samenhangen 

met leiderschap

Technologische, organisatorische en demografische ontwikkelingen dragen 

allemaal bij aan het vooruitzicht voor middle managers om langer een bepaalde positie 

binnen een organisatie te bezetten. Eerder onderzoek laat zien dat het doorbrengen 

van langere tijd tot meer ervaring ofwel betere prestaties kan leiden, maar ook dat 

managers dit kunnen opvatten als een negatief signaal over hun carrière. In dat geval 

kunnen de verwachtingen van een middle manager over de impliciete overeenkomst 

die ze hebben gesloten met een organisatie, geschonden worden. Zulke impliciete, 

psychologische contracten omvatten vaak niet-tastbare zaken, zoals een perceptie van 

baanzekerheid of progressie in een carrière. Een schending van het psychologisch 

contract kan daarmee leiden tot verminderde tevredenheid van middle managers. 

Aangezien het eerder genoemde transformationeel leiderschapsgedrag van middle 

managers samenhangt met hun positieve gevoelens,  is het plausibel dat zulke verlaagde 

tevredenheid -ten gevolge van een schending van het psychologisch contract door 

beperkte mobiliteit- inderdaad  relateert aan minder transformationeel leiderschap. 

In andere woorden: het langdurig doorbrengen op een positie zorgt voor afname in 

tevredenheid, waardoor middle managers minder transformationeel leiding geven. Ik 

verwacht dat zulke effecten niet voor alle middle managers hetzelfde zijn. Onderzoek 

laat zien dat individuen andere doelen belangrijk vinden afhankelijk van hun leeftijd. 

Vooral jongere individuen zijn prestatiegericht en bezig met lange termijn doelen, 

terwijl oudere personen zich sterker richten op het onderhouden van relaties en het 

ervaren van geluk op korte termijn. Ik veronderstel dan ook dat een schending van het 

psychologisch contract ten aanzien van carrièrevoortgang – door een middle manager 

langdurig op een positie te “parkeren”- leidt tot grote ontevredenheid bij jonge middle 

managers. Tot slot verwacht ik dat transformationele middle managers betere prestaties 

behalen met hun teams.

 De resultaten van dit laatste empirische hoofdstuk laten inderdaad zien dat de tijd 

die middle managers spenderen op een specifieke positie in de organisatie samenhangt 
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met lagere tevredenheid en minder transformationeel leiderschapsgedrag. Dit is vooral 

het geval voor jongere middle managers. Gebaseerd op data van 347 middle managers 

verzameld in 2013, heb ik additioneel gekeken naar de relatie tussen transformationeel 

leiderschap en de teamprestaties van middle managers. Daaruit blijkt dat bij sterk 

transformationele middle managers de tevredenheid van medewerkers hoger is, het 

verloop onder medewerkers in hun teams lager is én dat hun klanten tevredener zijn. 

Er werd geen verband met financiële prestaties gevonden. Deze empirische inzichten 

dragen bij aan het beter begrijpen van het samenspel tussen leeftijd, ervaring en 

tevredenheid van leiders in het verklaren van hun leiderschapsgedrag en prestaties.

 Samenvattend laat dit proefschrift zien a) hoe verschillende afhankelijkheden 

die inherent zijn aan de positie van middle managers in organisaties samenhangen met 

hun leiderschapsgedrag, b) welke psychologische mechanismen aan die samenhang 

ten grondslag liggen en c) onder welke omstandigheden deze relaties versterkt dan wel 

verzwakt worden. Daarmee schept dit werk een genuanceerd academisch beeld van de 

realiteit waarin middle managers in het bedrijfsleven opereren. 
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-BLOZENDE WANGEN EN KLAGO-

Op een zonnige dinsdag in de ijskoude winterdagen van 1885 werd op 10 werst 

van Rybinks de eerste zoon van Casovitsj en Wilbmaja geboren. Ze vernoemden hem 

Alexandrovitsj. Casovitsj en zijn vrouw hadden, na twee prachtige dochters op de 

wereld gezet te hebben, een jongen gebaard die al op jonge leeftijd andere interesses 

leek te hebben dan de nijverheid van zijn vader en moeder. De kleine Alexei bleef 

maar lezen en met het in die tijd zeer populaire Klago spelen, zelfs midden in de 

zomer. Hij toonde weinig interesse in de zaak van zijn ouders en hoewel Casovitsj 

zich daarover verbaasde, was hij niet teleurgesteld. Terwijl moeder, zoals ze vaker 

deed, de winkel bestierde besloot vader Casovitsj na een lange schaatstocht op de 

Wolga dat Alexandrovitsj de zaak niet over diende te nemen. Met een rode blos op zijn 

gezonde wangen kwam hij thuis en deelde zijn besluit mede. Wilbmaja kon niet anders 

dan in lachen uitbarsten. Zij had al jaren andere plannen voor haar zoon. Hadden de 

twee kunnen verwachten hoe anders de wereld van Alexandrovitsj er nog geen twintig 

jaar later uit zou zijn? Na een dagenlange voorbereiding pakte hij zwijgend zijn tas, 

zoende zijn vader, moeder en zussen en liep de deur uit, zomaar 10 werst naar het 

station van Rybinks. Daar, in de trein naar zijn grote onbekende bestemming, opende 

Alexei de twee gespen van zijn oude tas, sloeg de degelijke, stugge flappen open en 

haalde een klein boekje met een dieprode kaft onder uit de tas. Hij haalde een kaart 

uit het boekje, las nog eenmaal de aantekeningen en omcirkelde op de kaart een heel 

klein stipje. Daar, verder weg dan hij ooit geweest was, dat zou zijn bestemming 

worden. Alexandrovitsj’s beste vrienden hadden hem aangekeken, stilzwijgend, toen 

hij het idee had besproken. Wisselend bezagen ze hem. Was dit weer een gek plan van 

Alexei? Dat bleek al snel zo te zijn. Na enkele hachelijke avonturen in het vriendelijke 

stadje waar Alexei zich had gevestigd –hij sprong uit een huis, wandelde urenlang op 

de fortificaties- vertrok hij al rap naar Moswadam. We zullen de lezer niet vermoeien 

met al wat een student in die dagen zoal deed. Belangwekkender in deze korte en op 

zichzelf volstrekt irrelevante geschiedenis is de wending geweest. 
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-DE PLANT EN DE POMMADE-

Aan het einde van zijn studie zat Alexei in de groezelige behandelkamer toen 

plotsklaps generaal Narkdrissus binnenliep. Dat was opvallend. Hij had een eerste 

afspraak gemaakt, zeker, maar niet zo vroeg.. De deur sloeg dicht. De kamerplant in 

de hoek – een spathiphyllum met een treurige witte kelk, trilde zacht. Ondanks de 

plant was het benauwd in de kamer. Alexei keek op. Narkdrissus stak zijn hand uit. 

Epauletten glommen. Geboende rijlaarzen. Alexei rook pommade. Zag een getrimde 

snor. Voor hem, besefte Alexei al snel, stond vorm. Verankerd in een pak dat houvast 

moest geven aan een vluchtig, week karakter. Wat Alexei niet besefte, niet kon beseffen, 

was de impact die deze ontmoeting op zijn leven zou hebben. 
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- DE TIRAN - 

Narkdrissus brandde los. In harde zinnen, afgemeten maar helder, beschreef 

hij zijn geschiedenis. Enige zoon van een lid van de keizerlijke garde. Vader verminkt 

in 1812. Het landgoed lag er strak bij. Zijn vrouw, ach, ze had geen idee maar was 

beminnelijk. Keer op keer benadrukte hij zijn daadkracht en kwaliteiten, omfloerst 

door geveinsde, maar geraffineerde beleefdheid. Totdat Alexei het niet kon laten 

de schijnbaar uiterst succesvolle man te onderbreken met de vraag “En?” Als door 

een wesp gestoken rechtte hij zijn rug. Een doffe glans in zijn ogen. Zijn regiment, 

luitenants, altijd was er conflict. De anekdotes hielden niet op. Allemaal beschreven 

ze hoe contact met de generaal ontaardde in geschreeuw, overplaatsingen, zelfs een 

dodelijk duel. Met het personeel thuis was het niet anders. Toch was er over de jaren 

heen twijfel geslopen in de houvast die Narkdrissus altijd had gevonden in zijn karakter. 

Hij had wakker gelegen. Peinzend. 

Achteraf werd het beeld met de minuut sterker, glashelder. Alexei herinnerde 

het moment dat de generaal was opgestaan, naar het raam was gelopen en een beeldje 

in de vensterbank had opgepakt. Zonder Alexei aan te kijken had hij gevraagd of de 

therapeut in spe kon bevestigen dat niet hij, maar de rest van de wereld het probleem 

was. Dagenlang was Alexei zo geïntrigeerd dat hij het verhaal had opgeschreven, 

uitgetekend, geschilderd en verteld. Hoewel het beeld sterker werd,  begreep Alexei 

het met de minuut minder: waarom luisterden anderen naar deze zelfingenomen man? 

Deze tiran vernederde anderen, zijn vrouw, familie, kinderen en ondergeschikten. In 

gedachtenexperimenten weekte Alexei Narkdrissus los uit zijn militaire omgeving, om 

zo zijn karakter te destilleren. Dat mislukte. 

De casus bleef hem intrigeren. “Waarom denken sommigen leiding te kunnen 

geven, er niet alleen geschikt voor te zijn, maar ook zoveel zelfvertrouwen te hebben 

hun egoïsme florerend in te zetten” dacht Alexei, maar eigenlijk was hij nog meer 

onder de indruk van de volgers. 
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-NARKDRISSUS EN DE LEVENSLUST-

Het bracht Alexei niet alleen tot een nieuwe academische richting –hij 

studeerde af met een groot empirisch onderzoek naar leiderschapsgedrag binnen het 

Groot Lichtblauw Regiment- maar zorgde voor onrust. De kennis zou hem rust moeten 

geven. Of berusting. Maar hij worstelde, dagelijks. We weten natuurlijk nooit zeker of 

het Narkdrissus was die tegelijkertijd de plicht tot introspectie én de drang tot actieve 

zelfactualisatie in plaats van berusting bij Alexei aanwakkerde. Maar zo voelde het 

wel voor hem. In de nacht werd hij badend in het zweet wakker en zag hij Narkdrissus 

in de hoek van de kamer naar hem kijken. In de kroeg leek het Narkdrissus die hem 

vanachter de bar strak aanstaarde. Hem inwreef dat het leven zoals het zich Alexei 

aandiende, niet voldoende was. Dat zijn levenslust lachwekkend was. Dat hij meer zou 

moeten doen.
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-DE VOS OF DE EGEL-

Alexei wilde steeds meer weten en voelen. Veel meer. Maar bovenal groeide 

in hem de drang om vrij te zijn. Vrij van invloeden van anderen. Vrij van normen, 

beperkingen en meningen. Hij begon weer te lezen, maar nu boeken over steppenwolven, 

Vreemdelingen, strijd en liefde. Het papier slingerde rond, gelezen, ongelezen, met 

wijnvlekken of puur en onbezoedeld. Zijn ontdekkingsdrang ging verder dan het 

papier. Nieuwe vriendschappen brachten Alexei op mentale en fysieke plaatsen waar 

hij nog nooit van had gedroomd. Levenskunstenaars, wetenschappers, gevoelsmensen 

en zijn familie omringen hem en nooit, geen moment, wilde Alexei dat zijn avonturen 

verdorden. Alles wat zijn vrijheid bedreigde moest wijken, werd uitgebannen.

De inspiratie van grote Romantici en een kleine groep hedonisten, of allebei, 

zorgden nog steeds voor vlagen van onrust en vervreemding die Alexei voelde. De 

morele verplichting om zich te vormen tot een homo universalis, die prettig maskeerde 

dat als je weinig van veel wist je kon maskeren dat je niet van één zaak heel veel 

wist, werd uitgedaagd. Op de proef gesteld. In een ultieme poging zich te dwingen tot 

verdieping stapte Alexei wederom in de trein naar een uithoek van het land en schreef 

zich in bij een van de oudste academische instituten. 
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- HET WAK EN DE ELAND-

“Hier,” zo dacht Alexei toen hij over de drempel stapte, “vind ik de sleutel tot 

levenslange vrijheid van geest.” Misschien was het wijs geweest als Alexei gedwongen 

was op dat moment om zijn ideeën en verwachtingen uit te werken. Te overdenken. 

Achteraf was het snel duidelijk geworden: in de ontwikkeling van de wetenschap 

waren fundamentele waarden –juist diegene waar Alexei zijn vrijheidshoop op 

vestigde- allang teloor gegaan. In plaats van een bastion van intellectuele vrijheid, van 

scherpdenkers, van creativiteit en van maatschappelijke relevantie trof Alexei allerlei 

beperkingen aan. Net als iedere beginnende wetenschapper vormde de desillusie, de 

deceptie, een dagelijkse dosis cynisme. Op een winterse ochtend werd hij wakker. Het 

vroor hard, vooral de pijn van de vorst in je neus deed Alexei daarmee aan vroeger 

denken. Het schemerde nog toen hij met zijn rugzak en houten noren het ijs op stapte. 

Alexei nam een risico, dat wist hij. Toch trok de stilte hem. Het ijs golfde onder zijn 

gewicht. Hij bleef lange slagen maken, zoals Casovitsj hem had geleerd. Als hij naar 

rechts keek zag hij de ijsvloer bewegen ten opzichte van de oever. De balken sprongen 

met harde klappen door de vroege ochtendstilte in het ijs. Alexei snuifde. Aan zijn 

bivakmuts hing ijs. Het moest een goede min twintig zijn, zo dacht hij. Hoe verder 

hij het meer op schaatste, hoe kleiner hij zich voelde. De bergrug, waarlangs een gure 

wind trok, zorgde ervoor dat het meer nog steeds in de schaduw lag. Achterin, daar 

waar Alexei zijn schaatsen uit moest trekken en een half uur zou moeten lopen, stopte 

hij. Hij keek ver vooruit en zag daar een schim, half op het ijs. Af en toe bewoog er 

iets. Alexei twijfelde een moment. “Stoppen of doorrijden, het is allebei gevaarlijk.” 

Zijn bui –academische spleen gelardeerd met vechtlust- deed hem besluiten door te 

rijden. Een dun mistlaagje op het ijs verdween toen hij het wak langzaam naderde. 

Het werd Alexei duidelijk. Hij zag een gewei dat wiegde in de lucht, loodzwaar van de 

ijskristallen. Een eland, in een wak. Het was niet zomaar een eland, maar een spierwit 

beest. Het dier was immens, majestueus. 
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-DE ZUCHT-

Alexei bleef op afstand van het wak. Het ijs kraakte nog steeds vervaarlijk. Het 

beest hief het gewei van het ijs, maar was moe. De voorpoten hingen op een ijsrand. 

Damp sloeg van de rug. Uit de neusgaten schoten wolken van levenslust die leken 

te vechten tegen een onvermijdelijke uitkomst. Alexei zweeg. Boven de twee op het 

ijs zweefde een sneeuwuil in de lucht die hen in de gaten hield. Als twee stippen op 

een uitgestrekte vlakte, maar vanaf grote hoogte misschien maar één stip. De eland 

kreunde, sloeg grote ogen op naar Alexei, die langzaam naderde. Alexei keek, en zag 

zichzelf met muts in de pupil gereflecteerd. Zachtjes ging Alexei naast de kop van 

de eland zitten, op de rand van het ijs. De zon kreeg kracht, zo voelde Alexei. Een 

druppel van het gewei viel in zijn nek. Hij streelde de eland zacht, terwijl de balken 

waarschuwden. Even twijfelde Alexei. Toen besteeg hij rustig de nek van de eland. 

Een laatste ademstoot van de eland zorgde voor een wolk van damp, terwijl de poten 

van het wak afgleden. Samen zonken ze naar de diepte van het meer, als gelijken. 
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-REGULARE-

Het is evident dat niet alleen het succesvol voltooien van een promotietraject, 

maar ook de aanvang van dat traject niet tot stand is gekomen zonder mijn omgeving. 

Mijn ouders ben ik onbeschrijfelijk dankbaar voor hun grootsheid. Het moment dat 

jullie besloten hebben mij op jonge leeftijd alle vrijheid te geven om mijn hart en 

hoofd achterna te gaan is ontzettend waardevol voor mij gebleken. Natuurlijk komt 

met die vrijheid en het besef van je mogelijkheden ook de verantwoordelijkheid én 

bewijsdrang om je potentieel te verwezenlijken. Die laatste zijn -soms gevaarlijke- 

drijfveren van ambitie, maar voor mij cruciaal geweest voor wat ik zie als de cumulatie 

van mijn leren –tot nu toe: het tot stand komen van deze dissertatie. Ongeacht waar 

het pad van de toekomst mij naartoe zal voeren en welke elementen van mijn identiteit 

ik ook zal kiezen om verder te ontwikkelen, ben ik hen onbeschrijfelijk dankbaar 

voor de luxe van deze schitterende en ik hoop zelfbewuste uitgangspositie. Zussen! 

Janneke, Jet, het zal niet gemakkelijk geweest zijn om mijn uitdagingen aan te moeten 

horen, maar weet dat ik zonder jullie steun –en onze maandelijkse familieLoet- dit 

nooit had volbracht. De retraite-plek op Ameland heeft in ieder geval in één paper en 

liefde geresulteerd.

Een tweede punt dat belangrijk is geweest voor de totstandkoming van dit 

promotietraject is het geloof in mijn kunnen vanuit mijn collega’s. Casper, Peter, Luc 

en Liesbeth, jullie visie op de toegevoegde waarde van dit project is ongebruikelijk 

geweest binnen ons bedrijf. De stap om zo een langdurige samenwerking aan te 

gaan vanuit een bedrijf met normaliter een korter tijdspad, is dapper en ademde het 

vertrouwen waar ik vaak uit heb geput. Aldona Minderop, Theo Willemse en Laurens 

van Geffen: zonder mijn afstudeeronderzoek bij jullie was dit project überhaupt nooit 

gestart.

Voor de succesvolle realisatie van dit proefschrift ben ik allereerst mijn dank 

verschuldigd aan mijn promotores, Frank Walter en Janka Stoker. Door een combinatie 

van hun flexibiliteit, begrip en natuurlijk de inhoudelijke rigiditeit hebben zij gewaakt 



216

voor de vele verleidingen die het doen van onderzoek kent. Zonder het uitdagen van 

mijn overtuigingen, het beperken van de omvang van mijn onderzoeksmodellen, 

hun bezoeken en het grondige commentaar op mijn papers was dit proefschrift er 

nimmer gekomen. Van extra waarde is volgens mij de combinatie van theoretische 

onderbouwing met gezond pragmatisme die ik in hen allebei heb gevonden. 

Mijn stagiaires Suzanne van Solinge en Liesbeth van der Meer hebben 

uitstekend geholpen met het verzamelen en verwerken van data. Daarbij is ook de hulp 

van Picompany onontbeerlijk gebleken in de vorm van Koen Schoonenberg en Lolle 

Schakel. Bij het opzetten van de studies en het eerste LEAD instrument hebben zowel 

Marga Jonker als Nanette Beeldman een grote bijdrage geleverd, waarbij Nanette in 

de afgelopen jaren (en ik hoop nóg vele jaren) mij van veel advies heeft voorzien. Ik 

heb, aan de businesszijde, maar liefst vier leidinggevenden gehad. Liesbeth, Geeske 

en Ineke, dank voor jullie flexibiliteit en steun. Een speciaal woord van dank wil 

ik richten aan Casper Assinck, die mij door vele moeilijke, uitdagende en mooie 

momenten heeft geholpen, haarfijn doorhad wat de juiste prioriteiten moesten zijn op 

de juiste momenten én mij de kans heeft gegeven winkelervaring op te doen. 

Dat brengt mij tot het danken van een speciale groep collega’s. Gedurende 

dit proefschrift heb ik een half jaar doorgebracht als assistent supermarktmanager 

in Groningen. Deze ervaring –incluis een verhuizing- is onvergetelijk geweest en 

heeft diepe indruk gemaakt. Peter, Henk, Albert, Eppo, Anita en Jan: een prachtige 

kans en ervaring waar ik jullie erg dankbaar voor ben. Mijn overige collega’s uit de 

winkel – ik kan ze niet allemaal noemen- hebben een vreemde eend in de bijt niet 

alleen geduld, maar ook omarmd. Natuurlijk was er ook een andere groep collega’s 

in Groningen aan wie ik veel te danken heb. De vakgroep HRM & OB leverde de 

randvoorwaarden om in Groningen goed te kunnen functioneren, mijn hart te kunnen 

luchten (Tineke en Hilde!) en op congressen samen op trekken. Tim, Ramzi, it’s been 

an honour. Aangezien mijn situatie sterk overeenkwam met die van Melanie heeft 

haar humor en gedeelde smart mij op veel momenten geholpen, thanks Mel;-). De 

ondersteuning op het SOM office was goed, begripvol en professioneel waarvoor ik 
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Ellen, Justin, Harianne, Arthur en Anita wil bedanken. Jennifer, your moral support 

has been pivotal, but I hope you realize that. Naast de duizenden medewerkers die 

hebben geparticipeerd in de studies en daar veel tijd in hebben gestoken, hebben mijn 

naaste (oud) collega’s veel steun geboden. Mark, Jennifer, Jacobien, Saryne, Brenda, 

Eric, Tommy, Hinda, Anne Wil, Quirine, Marleen, Vera, Anke, Anouk, Dorien, 

Marlous, Suzannes (!), Anne Wil, Danique, jullie zijn helden. 

Er zijn vriendschappen ontstaan en gebroken door en tijdens het schrijven 

van mijn proefschrift. Rotsvast én snoeihard is de steun geweest van Sjors en Thijs, 

mijn paranimfen. Niet te beroerd om kleine en zeer grote fundamentele fouten in het 

proefschrift uit te lichten, mij vervolgens te fileren en met een goede dosis humor 

weer op weg te helpen. Op een dieper niveau zijn het vrienden geworden die mij zo 

goed kennen dat ze over heel de wereld en zelfs daarbuiten kunnen zijn, zonder ver 

weg te voelen. Het in de geestelijke nabijheid verkeren van zowel de Lord Byron 

als Alexander Herzen van mijn tijd is zegening een die mij elke dag verbaasd. Sake. 

Van een eerste boottocht, voetbal en een onbalans naar een vriendschap die delicaat 

en uitstekend evenwichtig is, zoals jouw beste gerechten. Jouw aanwezigheid bij 

mijn eerste eenzame hypo strompelend in Groningen zal ik nooit vergeten, maar 

belangwekkender zijn de groei en reflectie die we hebben gedeeld. Emma, Katrien, 

Neline, Sara, Melle, Mels, Annelinde jullie zijn sterker geweest in het aanhoren van 

mijn klaagzang dan welke klaagmuur dan ook, merci! Mijn Clubacht -BJ, Aad, Ronald, 

Lau, Remco, Nick, Hylke en Anne, ik weet dat jullie een tijdje hebben gedacht dat 

er niets meer ging gebeuren;-). Dank voor jullie humor en steun. Tussendoor mocht 

ik proeven aan een PhD door je als paranimf te mogen bijstaan, Rutger. Naast de 

Laphroaig en de bakkies daarvoor een cordiaal dank. Aan de vooravond van dit alles 

stond jij, Bas, dichtbij en je bent vormend geweest in wie ik ben. Soms zijn locaties 

belangrijk. Dat was zeker het geval in Frankrijk, in combinatie met de rust en liefde 

van Marianne. Het Brabantse land bleek vooral in de eindfase van mijn proefschrift 

een bron van rust en liefde: Leo & Myra hebben mij in onrustige tijden koers laten 

houden. 
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Christian, baken. Voor jou dacht ik geen woorden te hebben. Die zijn er 

natuurlijk wel. Het is alom bekend dat het niet gemakkelijk is met een promovendus 

te leven die aan de afronding van een dissertatie werkt. Laat staan als je nog niet 

samenwoont en de persoon in kwestie er nog wat andere zaken bij doet, zoals werken. 

Ondanks de versplintering in tijd en aandacht  hebben wij –en heb jij - volgehouden. 

Van tijd tot tijd hebben we Onegin nagespeeld en vonden we ons in een duel, afscheid, 

begroeting. De blik in je ogen toen ik je ophaalde van de boot op Ameland, ondeugend 

en glanzend, hoop ik nog jaren te kunnen vangen.

Ik haat dit klatergouden leven,

Onegin, al die pronk en praal,

mondain succes, me toegeschreven

door wie ‘k in mijn paleis onthaal.

Ik zou die glans en die parade

en heel die dwaze maskerade

met grote vreugde en met dank

nu geven voor een boekenplank,

een wilde tuin, ons schamel huisje,

voor ’t plekje waar ik op een dag,

Onegin, voor het eerst u zag,

voor ’t stille kerkhof, waar een kruisje

een graf bewaakt, de lommerlust

waarin mijn arme njanja rust.

(Vertaling W. Jonker)




