
fpsyg-09-02444 December 1, 2018 Time: 14:0 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 04 December 2018

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02444

Edited by:
Armin Pircher Verdorfer,

Technische Universität München,
Germany

Reviewed by:
Arianna Costantini,

Università degli Studi di Verona, Italy
Latha Poonamallee,

The New School, United States

*Correspondence:
Matej Černe
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Assuming a followership perspective and building on implicit leadership theory, this study
examines the mediating role of followers’ mindfulness in the relationship between leader–
follower strategic optimism (mis)match and work engagement. Specifically, we propose
that a discrepancy between the respective levels of leaders’ and followers’ strategic
optimism correlates with low levels of mindfulness and work engagement. A field
study of 291 working professionals, using polynomial regression and response surface
analysis, supports the (mis)match hypotheses. The results demonstrate that followers’
mindfulness mediates the relationship between leaders’ and followers’ matching levels
of strategic optimism (whether at high-high and low-low leader-follower strategic
optimism conditions) and work engagement. These findings have important implications
for training and the extent to which interventions based on personal resources, such as
strategic optimism and therefore mindfulness, foster higher work engagement.

Keywords: strategic optimism, leader–follower (mis)match, implicit leadership theory, followership, mindfulness,
work engagement

INTRODUCTION

Although leaders’ personal characteristics determine a broad range of followers’ performance
outcomes (Ilies et al., 2005; Tims et al., 2011; Dinh and Lord, 2012), comparatively little is known
about followership (Bligh, 2011; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014; Leroy et al., 2015) and how followers conceive
their cognitive attributes relative to leaders’ characteristics. Followers are matched with a leader
possessing either similar or strikingly different cognitive characteristics, and such a dyadic situation
at work influences the joint relationship dynamics, thereby impacting followers’ work outcomes,
i.e., work engagement (Shamir, 2007; Schyns and Sanders, 2007; Gooty et al., 2009; Felfe and Schyns,
2010).

In the last few years, positive organizational scholarship (e.g., Cameron and McNaughtan, 2014)
and positive organizational behavior (e.g., Luthans and Avolio, 2009) have gained momentum in
research. Their representing constructs, such as optimism (Youssef and Luthans, 2007; Avey et al.,
2011), are receiving increasing attention and have been shown to be associated with desired work-
related employee outcomes (Luthans et al., 2007; Avey et al., 2009). Specifically, strategic optimism
refers to a cognitive strategy used by individuals that is characterized by the following: they enjoy
a sense of control over a given situation; they can perform with minimal anxiety; and they set
high expectations, on the basis of past success, thereby avoiding reflection on potentially negative
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outcomes (Chang et al., 2009). The question then arises whether
strategically optimistic followers feel better about their leaders
when they perceive them as like-minded relative to themselves.
Even more important is the effect on followers’ work engagement
in the opposite condition; that is, when followers’ perception of
leaders’ strategic optimism does not match.

Building on previous research on implicit leadership theory
(ILT; Shondrick et al., 2010; Epitropaki et al., 2013), followers
compare the characteristics of their actual leader to their “ideal”
conception of a leader, and any discrepancy between the two
modifies (positively or negatively) the followers’ impressions of
their leader (Lord and Hall, 2003; Lord and Brown, 2004). This
perceived similarity is a crucial factor in establishing positive
leader–follower relationships (Cornelis et al., 2006; Brouer et al.,
2009), in particular because followers’ subjectively perceived
similarity (i.e., individuals’ beliefs about how similar they are to a
leader) is even more important than actual resemblance (Watson
et al., 2000; Montoya et al., 2008; Fischer, 2009).

Following the preceding logic, we argue that followers with
high or low strategic optimism are prone to be affected
by their leaders’ strategic optimism. Although self-evaluation
(i.e., followers’ intrapersonal evaluation) is considered to be
an implicit process (Pelham et al., 2002), evaluation of
others (i.e., interpersonal evaluation) triggered by welcoming
information of perceived similarity is instead a controlled
process which involves conscious effort and awareness (Von
Hippel and Trivers, 2011). Specifically, we argue that the
perceived similarity in cognitive strategies (Harrison et al.,
2002) triggers corresponding psychological processes, such as
enhanced attention and awareness, which is further regarded
as the fundamental component of mindfulness (Teasdale et al.,
2002; Brown and Ryan, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Baer et al.,
2006; Grabovac et al., 2011; Mikulas, 2011). Positive association
with self (Pelham et al., 2005) may stimulate followers to pay
more profound attention, including higher levels of awareness
of personal attraction to a leader (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005;
Edwards and Cable, 2009). Such interplay is particularly relevant
to work-related outcomes, such as work engagement (Leroy et al.,
2013; Malinowski and Lim, 2015). This is so because followers
who identify more closely with a leader are more responsive and
willing to subordinate themselves to that leader (Lord and Maher,
1991; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Lord and Hall, 2003; Brouer et al.,
2009).

The intended contributions of this study are three-fold.
First, by investigating the proposed expectation-perception
model with the focus on followers’ subjectively perceived
similarity with the leader (Toma et al., 2012), we contribute
to the literature related to ILT and followership by explaining
when and why a (mis)match between followers’ and leaders’
strategic optimism is likely to occur (Schyns and Meindl,
2005; Schyns and Day, 2010), and how this mechanism
supports followers’ awareness of similarities by fostering the joint
relationship and, in turn, followers’ work engagement. Second,
our study contributes to the research on cognitive strategies
(i.e., strategic optimism) by proposing that the positive effect
of a follower’s strategic optimism depends on a leader sharing
a similar level of strategic optimism, thereby contributing to

the follower’s awareness of the suitability of the leader–follower
relationship and heightened awareness. Third, we contribute
to the mindfulness literature by providing insights into the
conditions under which mindfulness may emerge, flourish and
lead to beneficial outcomes. Specifically, assuming the follower’s
perspective, positive association between oneself and the leader
spurs emergence of awareness (i.e., heightened mindfulness).
Therefore, the main message of this study is that a leader–follower
strategic optimism match, through mindfulness, should foster
superior levels of employee work engagement.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Studies have criticized traditional leadership theories for placing
undue emphasis on the impact of leaders’ characteristics on
followers’ attitudes and behaviors (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). As a response, followership literature
is concerned with articulating effective follower characteristics,
follower behaviors, and outcomes relative to leaders (Meuser
et al., 2016). Followership theory argues that leadership cannot
be fully understood without a meaningful consideration of the
followers’ impact on the leadership process (Dvir and Shamir,
2003; Sy, 2010).

Even though leaders and followers influence each other’s
perceptions (Pirola-Merlo et al., 2002), research has shown that
followers’ self-evaluation significantly influences their assessment
of the leader (Hall and Lord, 1995; Howell and Shamir, 2005).
The way that one views oneself (i.e., the psychological process of
positive association with self) significantly determines the way
one perceives others, i.e., how a follower sees a leader (Keller,
2003). Naturally, leaders are not all perceived as leaders, and this
leadership perception depends enormously on the leader’s actual
characteristics, behavior, and skills (Cavazotte et al., 2012) and on
followers’ conceptions of an ideal leader (Epitropaki and Martin,
2004). A leader is a product of the overlap between followers’
identification with their ideal conception of a leader and the
leader’s actual characteristics (Lord et al., 1984). This ideal image
of a leader is formed through previous interactions with different
leaders (Ritter and Lord, 2007) and role models, such as parents
(Keller, 2003).

Dinh and Lord (2012) observed that followers use implicit
leadership principles to arrive at conclusions about others’
leadership based on their personal characteristics. In other
words, followers’ perceptions of leaders’ characteristics are
crucial to their categorization of a leader (Shondrick et al.,
2010). Implicit leadership is a process whereby perceivers,
based on cognitive structures, subjectively observe the world,
including the characteristics of others, around them (Epitropaki
et al., 2013). The process enables the observation of a leader’s
actual characteristics, as well as their “ideal” characteristics, to
make sense of the leader’s behavior (Medvedeff et al., 2007).
A match between leaders’ characteristics and the characteristics
of followers’ leader prototypes (Lord et al., 2001) will prompt
followers to accept the leader as someone truly capable
of leading them and their team. The match will promote
followers’ positive behavior and foster good attitudes toward their
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leader. By contrast, a mismatch will result in negative work-
related outcomes, such as high turnover and followers’ general
dissatisfaction (Engle and Lord, 1997).

Furthermore, research shows that individuals prefer to
socialize with individuals who share common behavior,
preferences, and personality dimensions, such as strategic
optimism (Reis et al., 2000; Shondrick et al., 2010). Additionally,
van Quaquebeke et al. (2011) found that when followers are asked
to evaluate their leaders, the evaluation is not only influenced by
self-perception, but also by the extent to which followers perceive
themselves as similar to their leaders. Thus, followers who regard
their relationship with a leader as poor and have (mis)matched
expectations may experience reduced commitment to the
leader and the organization, thereby resulting in negative work
outcomes, i.e., decreased levels of work engagement (Van
Breukelen et al., 2002).

The Congruent Effect of Leader–Follower
Strategic Optimism on Followers’
Mindfulness and Work Engagement
Unlike the trait-like form of optimism, which is relatively
stable and rigid (Scheier and Carver, 1987), state-like strategic
optimism is a cognitive strategy associated with a specific
problem or goal within a particular situation and temporal
context (Norem, 2001). Research has proven strategic optimism
to be a powerful motivator, suggesting that this cognitive strategy
enables individuals to set high expectations, and avoid reflecting
unnecessarily on upcoming events (Norem and Illingworth,
1993). This coping mechanism is even more relevant nowadays,
when leaders and followers have virtually no choice but to
operate under great stress and anxiety in different work situations
(Blaskovics, 2014). Similarly, a leader–follower match in strategic
optimism is equally important, because a match in leader–
follower cognitive strategy seems to represent a precondition for
a healthy relationship between the two component parties in this
association (Bunjak and Černe, 2018).

If we peer through the lens of ILT, expectations set by a
strategic optimist (Spencer and Norem, 1996) will greatly depend
on expectations of a leader (Biddle, 1979). Consequently, when
leaders and followers share common expectations that are shaped
by cognitive characteristics, such as strategic optimism, followers
will find their jobs more pleasurable than they will in a mismatch
situation. Leaders who score low in strategic optimism with
followers who maintain high strategic optimism will be regarded
as unpleasant, overly nervous, negative, and controlling (Rowold
and Schlotz, 2009). Similarly, a leader who scores high in strategic
optimism might be regarded as insufficiently consistent in and
serious about their work (Taylor and Brown, 1988).

In the same vein, leader–member exchange (LMX) research
builds on implicit theory, noting that individuals will thrive most
at work when they perceive the leading party to contribute equally
or more to the relationship (Buunk et al., 1993). Accordingly,
with more consistency, and thus more similarity between the
leader prototype (i.e., followers’ implicit expectations) and the
actual leader’s characteristics (Scott and Brown, 2006), the more
the leader is regarded as contributing to the LMX relationship

(van Gils et al., 2010). Moreover, followers will more easily
relate to and understand information about the leader when the
specific leader’s characteristics are similar to (i.e., matched with)
the followers’ implicit leadership expectations (Shondrick et al.,
2010). For example, if followers perceive themselves as being
strategic optimists, they will expect their leader to act similarly
(Montoya and Horton, 2013), to provide a corresponding
contribution to the joint relationship, thereby maximizing the
work outcome (i.e., follower’ work engagement).

Similarly, ILT enables individuals to make sense of leaders’
characteristics (Shondrick et al., 2010) based on self-perception
relative to others (Junker and van Dick, 2014) and previous
social experiences (Keller, 1999). Hence, based on ILT, a match
of leader–follower strategic optimism implies high levels of
self-perception and self-perception relative to others, that is,
perspective-taking (Galinsky and Moskowitz, 2000; Parker and
Axtell, 2001). More specifically, perspective-taking refers to an
individual’s ability to see the world as others see the individual
(Edwards et al., 2017).

We therefore believe that an ILT explained in terms of
coordination between “I” and “You” [i.e., as with a (mis)match
between leader and follower strategic optimism] also involves
features of mindfulness, that is, enhanced attention to and
awareness of self (i.e., follower) relative to other (i.e., leader).
Moreover, in our study, mindfulness regarded as a state [rather
than as a trait, agreeing with a recent meta-analysis that identified
the malleability of this construct (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012)],
emerges only when attention to present circumstances (in this
sense, attention of leaders’ characteristics) is intentionally evoked
(Chiesa, 2013). In this state of mind, an individual takes no
action, but simply acknowledges and observes the changing
flow of thoughts as they arise moment by moment (Kabat-
Zinn, 2003). Specifically, the very moment of followers’ perceived
similarity with the leader [in our study, this was intentionally
evoked by asking participants to evaluate their leaders’ deep
level psychological characteristics (Harrison et al., 2002)] such
as strategic optimism, triggers attention to and awareness of
present reality [i.e., (mis)matched leader–follower cognitive
characteristics], and thus mindfulness (Brown and Ryan, 2003).
This leads to our hypotheses, formulated as follows:

Hypothesis 1a: When leader and follower match in strategic
optimism at low levels, the level of follower’s mindfulness is
high.
Hypothesis 1b: When leader and follower match in strategic
optimism at high levels, the level of follower’s mindfulness is
high.

Studies have shown that leadership is in the eye of beholder
(Gooty et al., 2009). The greater the consistency of the
components of follower perception, the more efficiently leaders
are at directing follower attitude and work-related outcomes
(Fleenor et al., 2010). Matching at deep-level similarities, such as
leader–follower strategic optimism (Oakes et al., 1991), invokes
mindful information processing, which lends clarity to the
interpretation of explicit leader behavior (Lord and Maher, 1991).
Moreover, followers who acknowledge similarities with leaders’
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characteristics and relationship fit will experience commitment
and engagement (Chalofsky and Krishna, 2009), as well as
identification of the benefit of a leader as their own (Sluss and
Ashforth, 2007). In addition, follower mismatch with a leader’s
characteristics (see Figure 1: either follower strategic optimism
> leader strategic optimism or follower strategic optimism
< leader strategic optimism) will result in follower turnover,
absenteeism, lack of commitment, and poor engagement (Jones
and Harter, 2005; Albrecht and Andreetta, 2011).

Particularly, matched expectations (i.e., similarity with the
leader) evoke awareness of such inner experience, making people
receptive and attentive to present occurrences (Brown and Ryan,
2003). After all, followers’ will prioritize and be open-minded
about welcome (i.e., matched strategic optimism) more than
unwelcome (i.e., mismatched strategic optimism) information
about their leaders (Von Hippel and Trivers, 2011). On the other
hand, mindfulness channels awareness of thoughts, sensations,
and individuals’ attention to the present experience (Bishop
et al., 2004; Feldman et al., 2010) in an open manner, which
may improve cognitive barriers of ILT, such as inconstant
information (Lord and Maher, 1991), and help individuals to
keep processing actual information about leaders’ characteristics
and behavior at all times (Carlson, 2013; Pircher Verdorfer,
2016). Moreover, mindfulness facilitates prioritizing, limiting,
and directing information (Jha et al., 2007); reduces mind
wandering (Mrazek et al., 2013); and enhances cognitive memory
and operationalization of information (Zeidan et al., 2010).

Finally, when a follower’s self-perception of strategic
optimism, relative to a leader’s strategic optimism is strongly
aligned, the individual perceives the leader as a part of their
self-concept (Lord and Brown, 2001). Such individuals tend to
contribute beneficially to their leaders and organization (Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005), thereby increasing work engagement
(Gardner et al., 2005). Likewise, engaged employees tend to

be regarded as immersed, fully present, and attentive in their
activities (Rich et al., 2010), and mindfulness further enhances
those positive experiences, by making them clear and vivid
as they occur (Brown and Ryan, 2003). In other words, alert
attentiveness that describes evaluation of the leader can be fully
attendant to by a followers’ mind that is aware of what takes
place in the present moment (Good et al., 2016). Therefore, we
propose:

H2: Mindfulness mediates the relationship between leader–
follower strategic optimism match and work engagement.

Figure 2 presents our conceptual model with hypotheses.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data Collection Procedure
An online questionnaire of working professionals was conducted
in spring 2016. Participants were recruited via posts on social
networking websites, such as Facebook and LinkedIn. Potential
participants were also targeted through various groups (e.g.,
Happiness at Work, Business Psychology at Work, Employee
Engagement, and Cognitive Neuroscience) and via personal
contacts. The participants were notified that the aim of the
research was to explore the dynamics perceived by employees at
their workplace. After agreeing to participate, participants were
directed to the survey website. The survey took approximately
10 min to complete.

Sample
The mandatory requirement for study participation, for working
professionals, was that the participants be employed. In line
with our follower-centric theoretical perspective, our mode
of data collection relied completely on self-reporting, from

FIGURE 1 | Follower engagement (mis)match model.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 December 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 2444

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


fpsyg-09-02444 December 1, 2018 Time: 14:0 # 5
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FIGURE 2 | Research model with hypotheses.

the perspective of the employees, who gave responses about
themselves and their leaders. The online survey was completed
by 291 employees; 65% of respondents were female, and
approximately 45% were less than 35 years of age. Most of the
participants had acquired a master’s level degree (44.4%), and
they were from the United States (21.4%), Slovenia (19.1%),
Bosnia and Herzegovina (10.6%), the United Kingdom (6.4%),
and Australia (4.8%). Their main fields of employment were
education (34%), finance (17.2%), the service industry (12.4%),
health care (10%), and government (9.3%). The majority (55.3%)
had less than 3 years of work experience with their leaders,
followed by 26.1% who had 3–6 years of dyadic tenure, 9.3% with
7–10 years of dyadic tenure, and 9.3% with 11 or more years of
dyadic tenure experience.

Measures
This study used five-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1
(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). The measures were
administered in the English language.

Follower’s Strategic Optimism
The strategic optimism scale was adapted from the defensive
pessimism scale (Norem, 2001), which consists of several items
that refer to the process of thinking through things, as well as
items designed to measure strategic optimism. For the purpose
of this study, we only selected items that measure strategic
optimism. A sample item was “I go into these situations expecting
the worst, even though I know I will probably do OK.” (α = 0.63).

Leader’s Strategic Optimism
As in the assessment of followers’ strategic optimism, the
Strategic Optimism Questionnaire (Norem, 2001) was used.
Because we wanted to assess how followers perceive their leaders,
in the follower domain, the scale was adapted to include a referent
shift to the leader. Accordingly, a sample item was “He/she goes
into these situations expecting the worst, even though he/she
knows he/she will probably do OK.” (α = 0.71).

State Mindfulness
Mindfulness was assessed using the five items with the highest
factor loadings, adapted from the Mindful Attention Awareness
Scale (MAAS; Brown and Ryan, 2003). Sample items included
“Today, I found it difficult to stay focused on what’s happening
in the present,” and “Today, I found myself doing things without
paying attention.” Participants were asked to indicate the extent

FIGURE 3 | Leader–follower strategic optimism (mis)match matrix predicting
followers’ mindfulness. LSO = Leader’s strategic optimism; FSO = Follower’s
strategic optimism.

to which these items described their feelings and behavior during
working hours (α = 0.79).

Work Engagement
Work engagement was assessed using the six items with
the highest factor loadings adopted from the Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2002), and treated as
an overall index consisting of vigor, dedication, and absorption.
Example items for these components were, respectively, “At my
work, I feel bursting with energy,” “I am enthusiastic about my
job,” and “I feel happy when I am working intensely.” (α = 0.89).

Control Variables
We controlled for four variables (i.e., age, gender, employee
education, and tenure an employee has with their leader) in our
analyses, because previous studies have shown these to be related
to employee work engagement (Mauno et al., 2005; Avery et al.,
2007).1

Analyses
In order to reduce potential common method bias effects, we
conducted several a priori steps. First, our survey was part of a
larger data collection, rendering respondents unlikely to guess the
purpose of the study. Second, several items were reverse-coded.
However, given the cross-sectional and single-source nature of
our research, we also applied the marker variable test developed
by Lindell and Whitney (2001) using a theoretically unrelated
variable (i.e. marker variable) to adjust the correlations among
the principal constructs in the model. Any high correlation of the
marker variable with any other of the study’s principal constructs
would indicate potential common method bias. For robustness,

1Following the action editor’s suggestions and referring to the work of Becker
et al. (2016), we have re-done the analyses without control variables of age, gender,
education, and leader-follower dyadic tenure; the results remained substantially
unchanged with regards to tests of hypotheses and the strength and direction of
main relationships.
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we separately repeated the marker variable test with an additional
variable that was not included in the model [the Big 5 personality
trait of conscientiousness, tapped by a short measure, presented
by Gosling et al. (2003)], for which we had little or no theoretical
basis to expect a relationship with the study’s principal constructs.
The average correlation between the study’s principal constructs
and conscientiousness (r = 0.09) was low and not significant, and
the integration of this variable into the research model did not
alter the significance of the main studied relationships, providing
no evidence of common method bias.

Polynomial regression analysis and response surface modeling
were applied to test the (mis)match hypotheses (Edwards and
Parry, 1993). We centered the scales to reduce multicollinearity
between the component measures (i.e., leader and follower
strategic optimism) and their associated higher-order terms
(Aiken et al., 1991). To test the mediating hypothesis, we applied
the block variable approach suggested by Cable and Edwards
(2004) for mediation analysis. The block variable approach
involves obtaining a single coefficient that summarizes the
effects of a set of conceptually related variables (Cable and
Edwards, 2004). Accordingly, we constructed a block variable by
first regressing the dependent variable (i.e., work engagement)
on the five polynomial terms. We then used the respective
weights, which were the estimated regression coefficients in the
polynomial regression (i.e., b1X+ b2Y+ b3 X2

+ b4XY+ b5Y2),
and combined the five terms into a block variable as a weighted
composite (Cable and Edwards, 2004) that summarized the
effects of leader–follower strategic optimism (mis)match on work
engagement (Edwards and Cable, 2009). Lastly, we conducted
mediation analysis using the PROCESS macro (Preacher and
Hayes, 2004), with the block variable for strategic optimism as
the independent variable, followers’ mindfulness as the mediating
variable, and work engagement as the dependent variable. We
examined the direct and indirect effects using bootstrap as a
bias-correction percentile method with 10,000 samples (Cable
and Edwards, 2004) and conducted bias-corrected confidence
intervals (Edwards, 2002). The proposed mediation will be
supported if the confidence interval of the indirect effect does not
include zero.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (means, standard
deviations, and correlations) of all variables used in the study.
We observed the factor structure of the focal variables, using
confirmatory factor analysis procedures in AMOS software
version 21. The expected four-factor solution (follower’s strategic
optimism, leader’s strategic optimism, followers’ mindfulness,
and work engagement) displayed a good fit with the data
[chi-square (166) = 276,371, CFI = 0.951, SRMR = 0.0748,
RMSEA = 0.048]2. The standardized factor loadings ranged from
0.34 to 0.70 for follower strategic optimism items, from 0.40

2Within-construct item (for example, items corresponding to the strategic
optimism scale with other items pertaining to the same scale) residuals were
allowed to correlate. Without those modification indices, the results of the model fit
were chi-square (176) = 361,788, CFI = 0.918, SRMR = 0.0756, and RMSEA = 0.060.

to 0.81 for leader strategic optimism items, from 0.52 to 0.83
for followers’ mindfulness, and from 0.58 to 0.92 for work
engagement items.

Hypotheses Testing
Hypotheses 1a and 1b predict that follower mindfulness will
be higher when leader’s and followers’ strategic optimism are
congruent, whether at lower or higher levels. Table 2 shows
the results of the polynomial regression analysis. The curvature
(Figure 3) along the line of congruence (X = Y) was positive and
significant (a2 = 0.25, p < 0.05), whereas the curvature along
the incongruence line (X = −Y) was negative, as expected, and
significant (a4 = −0.59, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypotheses 1a and
1b are supported.

To test Hypothesis 2, we first computed a block variable,
using the estimated coefficients predicting work engagement. We
then ran a mediation analysis using the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2013), as shown in Table 3.

Examining the mediation of follower mindfulness of the
relationship between leader–follower strategic optimism
(mis)match and work engagement, we generated 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals (Preacher and Hayes, 2004) for
the hypothesized indirect mediating effects. The direct effect of
the block variable on engagement, before the inclusion of the
mediator, was significant (b = 1.23, p < 0.01). The indirect effect
of the block variable of strategic optimism, on work engagement
through mindfulness, was significant (b = 0.2248), because
the confidence interval from the bootstrap analysis excluded
zero [0.0457, 0.5752], supporting Hypothesis 2. Finally, the
direct effect of the block variable on work engagement, after the
inclusion of the mediator, was not significant (b = 0.73, p > 0.05).

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Contributions
First, our study contributes to the ILT by explaining the role
of cognitive characteristics (mis)match in shaping followers’
perceptions of an implicit relationship agreement (Schyns and
Meindl, 2005; Shamir, 2007). The key to how the relationship
will be defined depends on followers’ perceptions, and our study
identified the crucial role played by a match in strategic optimism.
This agrees with work by Dinh and Lord (2012), who stated
that followers use ILT to reach conclusions about leadership in
others, based on followers’ characteristics as well. The followers’
perceptions of leaders’ characteristics are thus very important
in the process of categorizing a leader (Shondrick et al., 2010).
Specifically, our study demonstrated that working with a leader
who shares a similar cognitive style, while maintaining awareness
of such similarities, may contribute to higher follower work
engagement. Assuming a followership perspective, i.e., focusing
on followers’ perceptions of themselves and of their leaders, thus
represents a viable mode of applying ILT to future research.

Second, our study contributes to the research on cognitive
styles by showing that the positive effect of followers’ strategic
optimism depends on the extent to which followers also perceive
similar levels of strategic optimism in their leader. Thus, high
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, alpha reliabilities, and correlations among variablesa,b,c.

Variable Mean S.D. Alpha 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Age 3.51 0.78 n.a. –

(2) Education 2.80 0.79 n.a. 0.17∗∗ –

(3) Gender 1.65 0.47 n.a. −0.02 −0.04 –

(4) Leader–follower dyadic tenure 1.72 0.97 n.a. 0.27∗∗ 0.04 0.07 –

(5) Follower’s strategic optimism 3.35 0.44 0.63 −0.29∗∗ −0.03 0.15∗ −0.03 –

(6) Leader’s strategic optimism 3.18 0.43 0.71 −0.17∗∗ −0.01 0.16∗∗ −0.01 0.31∗∗ –

(7) Followers’ mindfulness 3.39 0.82 0.79 0.21∗∗ 0.05 −0.07 −0.01 −0.26∗∗ −0.13∗ –

(8) Work engagement 3.61 0.81 0.89 0.11 0.13∗ 0.00 0.15∗ −0.02 0.09 0.21∗∗

an = 291. bAge was classified into five classes: 1 = less than 18, 2 = 18–24, 3 = 25–34, 4 = 35–54, and 5 = 55 and over. Dyadic tenure was classified into four classes:
1 = less than 3 years, 2 = 3–6 years, 3 = 7–10 years, and 4 = 11 years and over. c1 = male, 2 = female ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05.

TABLE 2 | Polynomial regression analyses results predicting followers’
mindfulness.

Dependent Followers’

variable mindfulness

Constant 2.87 (0.31)∗∗

Age 0.24 (0.06)∗∗

Gender −0.13 (0.10)

Education −0.00 (0.06)

Leader–follower dyadic tenure −0.06 (0.05)

Follower’s strategic optimism −0.08 (0.10)

Leader’s strategic optimism −0.08 (0.09)

Follower’s strategic optimism2
−0.05 (0.12)

Follower’s strategic optimism × leader’s strategic optimism 0.42 (0.14)∗∗

Leader’s strategic optimism2
−0.11 (0.07)

F 3.29

df 281

R2 0.10

Congruence (follower’s strategic optimism = leader’s
strategic optimism) line

Slope (a1) −0.17 (0.12)

Curvature (a2) 0.25 (0.10)∗

Incongruence (follower’s strategic
optimism = -leader’s strategic optimism) line

Slope (a3) 0.00 (0.09)

Curvature (a4) −0.59 (0.22)∗∗

N = 291. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; the items reported are standardized beta
coefficients; standard errors are in parentheses.

levels of what is a generally positive characteristic, per se, are not
sufficient; it is necessary to provide a second view that provides a
balance to that effect. When they are both in balance, in fact, at
both low and high levels, our study revealed that they contribute
to a follower’s awareness of the leader–follower relationship
(i.e., follower’s mindfulness) and thereby to an increase in the
follower’s work engagement.

Third, we contribute to the mindfulness literature by
examining followers’ mindfulness as a crucial missing link
in the relationship between leader–follower strategic optimism
(mis)match and work engagement. Again, this notion relates back
to ILT; followers’ identification with a leader and employees’
work setting is not determined solely by leader prototype

TABLE 3 | Results of the mediating analyses with the PROCESS macro.

Dependent Followers Work

variable mindfulness engagement

Constant 2.88∗∗ 2.43∗∗

Coefficient of the block variable
(i.e., FSO, LSO, FSO2, FSO × LSO,
and LSO2)

1.22 (0.38)∗ 0.72 (0.38)∗

Followers’ mindfulness — 0.18 (0.05)∗∗

Age 0.24 (0.06)∗∗ 0.01 (0.06)

Gender −0.12 (0.09) 0.00 (0.09)

Education 0.00 (0.05) 0.11 (0.05)∗

Leader–follower dyadic tenure −0.06 (0.05) 0.11 (0.04)∗

F 5.49 4.89

df (5, 285) (6,284)

R2 0.08 0.09

Indirect effect of leader–follower
strategic optimism (mis)match on
followers’ work engagement via
followers’ mindfulness

— 0.22 (0.13)∗ (LLCI:
0.05, ULCI: 0.57)

N = 291. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; unstandardized coefficients are reported (standard
errors in parentheses). FSO, Follower strategic optimism. LSO, Leader strategic
optimism. LLCI, lower level confidence interval. ULCI, upper level confidence
interval. The indirect effect was tested using bias-corrected percentile method with
bootstrapping 10,000 samples. 95% confidence intervals are represented.

(Lord et al., 1984; Shondrick et al., 2010), but also by the
extent to which leaders and followers share common cognitive
characteristics. Perceptions are thus crucial, and this is especially
true when research is focused on the connection between
mindfulness and leadership. Mindfulness represents an integral
component in explaining how the match between followers’
and leaders’ cognitive characteristics leads to work engagement
via followers’ awareness (i.e., mindfulness) of that match, as
well as of their work setting and the cognitive style of their
leaders. Mindfulness thus embodies an important phenomenon
that enables individuals at work to interpret their work settings
and their dyadic interactions with leaders.

Practical Implications
The key practical implication of our study is related to ensuring
leader–follower alignment in cognitive styles. Strategic optimism
can be measured in advance, which should be a key informational
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element when establishing working follower–leader dyads or
assigning followers to specific leaders. This seems to be a viable
way of ensuring higher levels of employee mindfulness, and
thereby promoting higher levels of work engagement, which has
been shown to lead to motivation, innovation, and productivity
(Schaufeli and Salanova, 2007).

The management of perceptions is also important, and
represents an important aspect of the project of ensuring that the
leader–follower match in cognitive styles is, in fact, interpreted
as a congruence. Both participants in leader–follower dyads
should be trained to prevent the development of perception
biases (Černe et al., 2014; Hansbrough et al., 2015), while
taking particular care to ensure that the cognitive style of a
leader is made apparent to the follower through transparent
and open communication. Training and development initiatives
in organizations should thus focus on establishing high-
quality relationships at work through communication-improving
exercises and fostering the socialization process at work (Dutton
and Ragins, 2017).

Mindfulness is associated with increased self-reported
perspective-taking, which includes understanding the behavior
of others (Dekeyser et al., 2008). Similarly, mindfulness improves
communication and heightens information accuracy, thereby
decreasing conflicts in relationships (Wachs and Cordova,
2007). Because followers form a leadership picture based on
their judgments of the characteristics that leaders ought to have
(Funder and Sneed, 1993), accurately perceived information
is crucial to the establishment of functionally effective leader–
follower relationships. Specifically, mindfulness training
promotes the accuracy of followers’ self–other perception, which
helps individuals to adjust the “self-perceived picture” of a
leader in accordance with the actual one, thus evoking desirable
outcomes, such as higher levels of work engagement.

It should here be noted that a follower’s optimism can be
improved and cultivated, as shown by work on learned optimism
(Seligman, 2011) and resource-based intervention programs
(Costantini et al., 2017). Psychological capital (i.e., optimism)
was able to increase positive work-related outcomes, such
as work engagement. Therefore, organizational psychologists
should focus on the developmental nature of optimism, as
demonstrated by various positive psychology interventions and
programs (Seligman et al., 2005; Costantini et al., 2017).

Limitations and Future Research
Suggestions
As is true of any study, this research is not without its limitations.
In this case, the limitations relate both to the study’s empirical
design and to its theoretical background, offering promising
avenues for future research. First, our study was cross-sectional
in nature and based on a single source (i.e., employees).
Even though our research questions and constructs called for
followers’ assessments of phenomena they experience at work
and thereby could not be other-rated, future studies could,
perhaps, aim to tap into work engagement from the leader’s
perspective or could examine other individual performance
measures that might be more objectively rated by other sources.

Research has shown that attention can be improved by noticing
novel things (Langer, 2000; Langer and Moldoveanu, 2000)
or/and by low-dose mindfulness interventions, such as mindfully
washing dishes (Hanley et al., 2015). However, a second and
related limitation involves the causality in our proposed and
tested relationships, which, although based on theory, cannot
be ascertained in a sufficiently definite manner; to that end,
future research should adopt longitudinal research designs (e.g.,
through a diary study).

Third, by focusing on leaders’ and followers’ strategic
optimism, we have only scratched the surface of cognitive
processing and leadership research. Additional promising
constructs that could be examined, with respect to leader–
follower (mis)match examination and mindfulness, include
thinking styles (Cheek and Norem, 2017) and elements of positive
psychological capital that depend less on cognitive processing and
more on affective processing, e.g., hope, resiliency, confidence,
and general optimism (Luthans et al., 2010). Future studies could
also focus on conditions and outcomes in which the leader–
follower mismatch, in terms of a certain characteristic, could
potentially be beneficial; this would represent an even further
extension of the trend in organizational psychology research
of examining the boundary conditions of positive phenomena
that have negative effects (Pierce and Aguinis, 2013), and vice
versa.

Finally, although this model makes sense from an intuitive
standpoint and provides valuable results in terms of explaining
the quality of the leader–follower relationship, it is still built
only on quantitatively measured followers’ perceptions. As such,
qualitative data collected in future research could potentially
be used to clarify some of its complex nuances. Therefore, it
behooves us to continue deepening our understanding of the
leader–follower (mis)match in organizations and of the outcomes
and implications of this (mis)match.
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