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Several studies examining leader–follower interaction in Greece, a collectivistic culture, paradoxically find that leaders’ emotion suppression-related personality traits (attachment avoidance, emotion suppression, emotion control) are associated with followers’ positive emotional and work attitude outcomes. These findings have been explained with reference to followers’ implicit cultural schemas, interdependence in particular. Yet, this conjuncture has not been directly tested. The present study directly examined, in a field setting, how followers’ independent and interdependent (cultural) self-construal moderate the relationship between leaders’ attachment orientation and followers’ emotion and satisfaction outcomes at the work place. As hypothesized, leaders’ higher avoidance was associated with followers’ job satisfaction, group cohesion, and deep acting as well as lower negative affect and loneliness for followers higher on interdependent self-construal. The results underline perceptual processes involved in followers’ interdependent self-construal in relation to leaders’ emotion suppression-related traits.
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INTRODUCTION

In the last two decades, there has been a significant research interest in processes that can explain how leaders’ emotion-related competencies impact followers’ work outcomes. Numerous studies have demonstrated that emotion capabilities influence leaders’ own and their followers’ work experience in various ways (Ashkanasy et al., 2002), including followers’ positive and negative emotion at work (Bono et al., 2007), team performance (Van Kleef et al., 2009), mood contagion (Bono and Ilies, 2006), and job satisfaction (Sŷ et al., 2006). Conceptually, there has been considerable convergence on the view that leaders’ emotions and emotion-related competences impact followers’ work-related attitudes and experience through direct, behavioral, and indirect, perceptive routes (Van Kleef et al., 2012). Followers’ implicit personality theories can shape the perception of leaders’ personality traits, including emotion-related competences and traits (Shondrick et al., 2010). The present research focuses on followers’ cultural identity and how it can influence the perception of leaders’ emotion-related competencies and hence followers’ work outcomes. This is in chime with calls for research on leadership identity-related work in a multilevel fashion (Antonakis et al., 2012; Epitropaki et al., 2017).

Research questions for the present study were inspired on the basis of the following observation: a number of studies examining that leaders’ emotion-related competencies have effects on their followers in Greece, a collectivistic culture (Hofstede, 2001), have returned a consistent finding: leaders’ personality traits relating to higher emotion suppression have paradoxically positive relationships with followers’ emotional and work attitude outcomes. Leaders’ higher emotion suppression (Kafetsios et al., 2012), emotion control (Kafetsios et al., 2011), and avoidant attachment (Kafetsios et al., 2014) were associated with group of followers’ higher positive affect and lower negative affect at work, higher job satisfaction, and a lower likelihood of burnout. This recursive finding is difficult to comprehend given extensive research that documents the negative consequences emotion suppression traits can have in interpersonal interactions (Butler et al., 2007; Tackman and Srivastava, 2016) including leader–follower interactions (Fisk and Friesen, 2012). One likely explanation is that followers’ culturally informed leader perceptions moderate leaders’ emotion-related traits effects on followers’ work outcomes (see Kafetsios et al., 2014 for a related discussion). This hypothesis was directly investigated in this manuscript.

Emotion Regulation in Leader–Follower Interaction

Emotion regulation is a key emotion competency that characterizes an effective leadership style (Humphrey, 2002; Newcombe and Ashkanasy, 2002). Leaders manage and influence not only their own emotions and performance but also those of their subordinates (Pirola-Merlo et al., 2002) as well as conserve their subordinates’ emotions (McColl-Kennedy and Anderson, 2002). However, relatively little is known as to whether and how leaders’ emotion regulation strategies impact subordinates. Likewise, it is unclear whether those effects are consistent with popular arguments that describe most, if not all, leader emotion-related competencies as beneficial for leaders and followers alike, irrespective of organizational roles or contexts (e.g., Antonakis et al., 2009; Riggio and Lee, 2007; Sŷ et al., 2006).

Key theoretical frameworks such as the Emotions As Social Information model (EASI; Van Kleef et al., 2012) discuss mechanisms that link leaders’ affect, emotions, and emotion displays with followers’ attitudes and performance at the work place. Topical for the present study is the distinction between affect-driven (usually from leader to followers) and inference-driven (usually from followers to the leader) processes as applied to leader–follower interaction. We focus on followers’ affective reactions in relation to followers’ judgments or perceptions of leaders’ certain emotion-related capabilities.

A number of field studies in Greece that directly examined relationships between leaders’ facets of emotion regulation and followers’ work outcomes have pointed to followers’ perceptions of leaders’ emotion-related competencies acting as mediators of followers’ outcomes. An initial study of high-school directors and their subordinates found that leaders’ higher regulation of emotion [measured with Wong and Law (2002)’s Emotional Intelligence Scale, an instrument of self-reported emotion-related competencies] was associated with followers’ lower job satisfaction, and higher depersonalization, emotional exhaustion, and negative affect at work (Kafetsios et al., 2011). This finding was intriguing since leaders’ emotion regulation skills were associated with leaders’ own higher accomplishment and positive affect at work. A follow-up study (Kafetsios et al., 2012) specifically targeted leaders’ emotion-related competencies, using Gross’ emotion regulation scale (Gross and John, 2003). Similar to the previous study, leaders’ emotion suppression was associated with followers’ higher positive affect at work. Interestingly, leaders’ reappraisal tendencies had negative consequences for followers’ work-related outcomes, despite finding that reappraisal was associated with beneficial outcomes for leaders themselves (higher positive affect, group cohesion perceptions, and positive affect at work). Finally, a more recent two-sample study (Kafetsios et al., 2014) provided further support to our main thesis: Greek leaders’ avoidant attachment orientation, an interpersonal schema associated with emotion suppression (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007), was associated with followers’ higher job satisfaction and affect at work. This is despite the fact that in both studies reported in Kafetsios et al. (2014) leaders’ avoidance was linked with adverse work outcomes for leaders themselves, in line with similar single-level findings (e.g., Harms, 2011).

One possible explanation for these unexpected results can be traced in followers’ shared cultural orientations and the related implicit leadership schemas. A closer examination of culture-level norms in emotion expression suggests that in interdependent cultures people typically suppress the expression of emotional displays, especially those emotional displays that may threaten interpersonal harmony (e.g., antagonistic emotions, Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Biehl et al., 1997). Compared with independent cultures where the pursuit of positive emotions is typically promoted, norms of suppression are dominant in interdependent cultures, such as Greece (Matsumoto et al., 2008). Such norms are particularly influential in the experience and perception of emotion in social interaction. Compared with social interactions in independent cultures (e.g., UK, Germany), participants reported weaker positive emotions, stronger negative emotions, and lower felt understanding in social interactions in Greece, a collectivistic culture (Kafetsios and Nezlek, 2012; Kafetsios et al., 2018). Similar results were found in within-culture research for individuals with a more interdependent self-construal (Oishi et al., 2013).

Therefore, the present study directly tested this conjuncture following a within-culture approach. We assessed subordinates’ self-construal and related it to leaders’ avoidant attachment orientation. Self-construal refers to an individual’s tendency to understand the self as connected with others, especially close others (interdependent), or distinct from others (independent, Cross et al., 2011). Typically, Western cultures nurture an independent self-construal emphasizing individual needs and personal autonomy. In turn, collectivistic cultures nurture an interdependent self-construal emphasizing interpersonal obligations, particularly obligations to in-group members, and relationships with others in general. Importantly, self-construal can vary not only between cultures but also within a single culture, and even within a given individual depending on the situation or the social context they are in Miyamoto and Wilken (2010). Hence, the consequences of interdependence on emotion are not limited to chronic effects of culture but can also be prominent in cases when individuals are primed with the respective self-construal. A critical assumption in that respect is that individuals with a different oriented self-construal also express and experience emotion differently, particularly within the context of their social relationships (Kafetsios et al., 2018; Kafetsios, in press), that can also include work relationships.

The present study considered leaders’ attachment orientation as a proxy of emotion capabilities. Attachment orientations in adulthood result from early socialization experiences. A dominant avoidant attachment orientation is the result of experience of unresponsive parenting and feelings of insecurity. Avoidant individuals develop a negative view of others and distance themselves more from others and focus on the self (Fletcher et al., 2000). They suppress negative memories to protect themselves from emotional harm (Rom and Mikulincer, 2003), avoid affection and intimacy (Geller and Bamberger, 2009), oftentimes distancing themselves from social situations (Edelstein, 2006). This is done as a defense mechanism. On the other hand, anxious individuals have a strong need for intimacy and emotional closeness with others, however, consistently fear abandonment and loneliness and generally worry about their relationship to others (Popper and Amit, 2009). In order to overcome this fear, they engage in hyperactivating behavior, increasingly seeking close proximity to their attachment figure at all times (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007; Richards and Schat, 2011). They rely strongly on others for help and support, and seek dependable leaders (Hansbrough, 2012).

The present paper elaborates on the cultural conditions that exist in collectivistic countries, which can help explain the link between followers’ cultural identity and leaders’ emotion suppression traits. We consider followers’ culturally determined self-construal as an important moderator of leader–follower processes. Hence, due to followers’ culturally determined perceptions, followers with a more interdependent self-construal orientation would be more positively affected by leaders who retain more suppression traits, especially avoidant attachment. Attachment avoidance is associated with a higher degree of emotion suppression (Gross and John, 2003), also at the work place (surface acting, Richards and Hackett, 2012; Richards and Schat, 2011) and is therefore a likely proxy for an emotion suppression trait. Following this rationale, we hypothesized (H1) that due to followers’ culturally informed schemas, followers with more interdependent self-construal orientation would be more positively affected by leaders who retain more emotion suppression traits, especially avoidant attachment.

However, one could also entrain an alternative hypothesis. Followers’ independence, and not interdependence, may be positively associated with leaders’ avoidance orientation. Avoidant persons tend to perceive others as different from themselves as a result of defensive regulation that favors distancing the self from others and focusing on the self (Mikulincer, 1998) causing them to become self-reliant (Edelstein, 2006) and avoiding intimacy (Geller and Bamberger, 2009). According to Richards and Schat (2011) “followers high in attachment avoidance will behave in ways aimed at verifying their self-concept of a socially distant ‘lone wolf’” (p. 689). Since avoidant individuals are likely to be self-reliant (Popper and Amit, 2009), they are likely to prefer similar self-reliance traits in leaders as well (Gruda, 2017). Therefore, one could expect that followers’ independence would be associated with leaders’ avoidant attachment if it is viewed from a dyadic perspective. If, however, this is not found, but instead followers’ interdependence cultural orientation is linked with high leader avoidance, this would support our main hypothesis, which focuses on followers’ culturally shaped implicit schemas regarding leaders’ emotion suppression traits.

As in previous research, we tested these expectations with regard to a number of indicators revolving around emotion reactions at work. In addition to job satisfaction (Sŷ et al., 2006), positive and negative affect at work, and group cohesion perception (Kafetsios et al., 2012), we tested emotion labor, since emotion labor has been indicated as an important outcome of leadership processes (Ashkanasy and Humphrey, 2011) and also related to attachment orientations at work (Richards and Hackett, 2012). Finally, we considered loneliness as an indicator of personal well-being.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample

Data were collected from 50 school directors (54% males, average age = 50.67, SD = 3.79) and 250 of their subordinates (39% males, average age was 41.37 years, SD = 8.60) with four subordinates nested within each director. The study was approved by the ethics committee at Psychology Department, the University of Crete. We invited directors and subordinates independently to participate in a study of “Emotional experience at work.” None of those approached declined to participate and no monetary incentive was offered. Participants were informed in written about the general procedure of the study and that anonymity was guaranteed. After providing informed consent by virtue of questionnaire completion,1 participants completed the following previously used and translated versions of scales. Supervisors and subordinates completed the same questionnaire.

Adult Attachment Orientations

Chronic attachment orientation was assessed with the Greek version (Tsagarakis et al., 2007) of the Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire revised version (ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000). Since this scale measures attachment as a two-dimensional continuous variable, attachment security corresponds to low scores on each, avoidance and anxiety, attachment dimension.

Self-construal

Chronic self-construal was measured with the Greek version (Kafetsios and Hess, 2013) of the Self-Construal Scale (SCS; Singelis, 1994). The SCS is comprised of 30-items using a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), measuring the strength of individuals’ interdependent and independent self-construals. The independent self-construal relates to an emphasis on feeling separate and unique, while the interdependent self-construal subscale relates to an emphasis on feelings of connectedness and relations to others.

Emotion Labor Scale

To assess surface acting (SA) and deep acting (DA), we used the scale provided by Diefendorff et al. (2005). The scale consists of six items, measured on a scale of 1 (“rarely or never”) to 5 (“always or almost always”). Example items for SA include “I show feelings to customers that are different than what I feel inside” as well as “I put on a show or performance when interacting with customers,” while example items for DA include “I try to actually experience the emotions that I must show to customers.”

Job Satisfaction

This variable was assessed using 12 items from the Greek version of the General Index of Job Satisfaction (Brayfield and Rothe, 1951). The scale includes items such as “I am generally satisfied with my current job” and “I consider my job rather unpleasant.”

Positive and Negative Affect at Work

Positive and negative affect (PA, NA) was measured with the Job Affect Scale (JAS; Brief et al., 1988). The full scale consists of 20 emotion adjectives describing participants’ positive and negative affects at the workplace during the previous week. Items are reported on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). However, in this study we include merely 17 of these adjectives: nine positive (JAS—Positive Affectivity: active, excited, enthusiastic, calm, happy, energetic, relaxed, at rest, strong) and eight negative (JAS—Negative Affectivity: distressed, fearful, sad, scornful, hostile, nervous, sleepy, jittery).

Perceived Cohesion

We measured group cohesion using an adaptation in Greek of the Perceived Cohesion Scale (Bollen and Hoyle, 1990; Chin et al., 1999). The scale measures how a person evaluates how close s/he is to his/her group on a 7-point scale and participants completed this with reference to the team of school educators as a whole. It has six questions: for example, “I am satisfied that I am a member of this team”; “I feel that I belong to this group.”

Loneliness Perceptions

We used the UCLA loneliness scale (Russel et al., 1980) that comprises 20 statements rated on a 4-point scale (1—not at all, 4—very much) describing a thought or feeling around relationships. Example items are “I feel in tune with people around me,” “I am no longer close to anyone.”

RESULTS

Tables 1 and 2 present inter-correlations of all the study variables at both the subordinate and the supervisor level. A series of multilevel analyses were conducted in which subordinates’ variables were treated as nested within groups, using the program HLM (Version 6.0; Raudenbush, 2004). There was one supervisor–follower group that was excluded from analyses due to data missing at the subordinate level resulting in 49 supervisor-level groups.

TABLE 1 | Correlations among main study variables for directors.
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TABLE 2 | Correlations among study variables for subordinates.
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We first examined correlations between key study variables at each level: for directors and for subordinates separately. For directors tenure was not associated with any of the variables of interest and was hence dropped from the analyses. Women directors reported higher attachment anxiety (M = 2.082, SD = 1.02) than male directors [M = 2.34, SD = 0.59, F(1, 49) = 2.96, p < 0.05]. There were no other significant gender differences on the variables of interest. Main scale psychometric properties and correlations among study variables are presented in Table 1. As was expected (Kafetsios et al., 2014), supervisors’ insecure attachment orientations were negatively related to positive work outcomes (job satisfaction, positive affect at work, perceived group cohesion) and were positively related to negative work outcomes (burnout, negative affect at work).

For subordinates, tenure was negatively associated with job satisfaction [r(248) = −0.18, p < 0.01], group cohesion [r(248) = −0.26, p < 0.001], and positive affect at work [r(248) = −0.23, p < 0.01]. There were no significant gender differences apart from women reporting higher stress at work than men [F(1, 247) = 9.96, p < 0.01]. Main scale psychometric properties and correlations among study variables are presented in Table 2. Higher independent and interdependent self-construals were both associated with higher positive work outcomes and lower negative work outcomes.

Cross-Level Analyses of Directors’ Attachment Orientations, and Work-Related Outcomes for Subordinates’

We conducted a series of multilevel analyses. Since our data constituted a nested data structure, with subordinates–educators nested within supervisors–school director groups, and to provide a comprehensive examination, descriptive statistics of followers’ measures were estimated by a series of unconditional models. By doing so, we were able to estimate the mean and variance within and between groups. The results of these analyses are summarized as follows (see Table 3):

[image: image1]

TABLE 3 | Multilevel summary statistics (subordinate level).
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We tested our hypothesis (H1) with a series of multilevel models, with which we assessed group-level differences in the mean of several work outcomes (job satisfaction, positive and negative affects at work, group cohesion, DA).

The main set of analyses examined relationships between leaders’ avoidant and anxious attachment orientation and followers’ job satisfaction, negative affect at work, group cohesion, loneliness, and DA. These analyses had subordinates’ chronic independence and interdependence as predictors at level-1 (the follower level) group centered as follows (see Table 4):
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TABLE 4 | Relationships between supervisors’ avoidant attachment and subordinate outcomes as a function of subordinates’ independent and interdependent self-construals.
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Results indicated that supervisors’ higher avoidance was related with educators’ higher job satisfaction, group cohesion and DA, and lower negative affect and loneliness, for groups of subordinates with higher interdependence orientation. The lower half of Table 4 presented the level-1 relationships (slopes) of followers’ two self-construal dimensions (independence and interdependence) with their own work outcomes by supervisors’ attachment orientations. As indicated by the mean slope coefficient, followers’ independent and interdependent self-construal was a significant predictor (level 1) of their job satisfaction, group cohesion, and DA, and negatively associated with loneliness and negative affect at work (especially interdependence). The remaining part of the lower panel of Table 3 shows the “interaction” between supervisors’ avoidance and anxiety and followers’ self-construal. This interaction was significant for supervisors’ avoidant orientation. As is standard, we visualized interactions by calculating predicted values for observations (in our case individuals) at ±1 SD on interacting measures that interact. We find that for followers high on interdependent self-construal, high supervisor avoidance was associated with higher job satisfaction (predicted value +1 SD = 0.44 vs. −1 SD = −0.02), group cohesion (predicted value +1 SD = 1.02 vs. −1 SD = 0.10), DA (predicted value +1 SD = 0.52 vs. −1 SD = −0.18), and lower negative affect at work (predicted value +1 SD = −0.27 vs. −1 SD = 0.03) as well as lower loneliness (predicted value +1 SD = −0.33 vs. −1 SD = 0.07).

In a second step, we entered supervisors’ SA in order to test whether/how this emotion suppression facet (Troth et al., in press) would influence the moderating effect of leaders’ avoidant attachment in relationships between subordinates’ avoidance and work outcomes. In two cases, supervisor SA reduced the moderating effect of avoidance on subordinates’ job satisfaction and negative affect. There was also an interaction between supervisors’ SA and followers’ interdependence, i.e., higher SA was associated with higher job satisfaction and lower negative affect at work for groups of followers with higher interdependent self-construal (job satisfaction predicted value +1 SD = 0.46 vs. −1 SD = −0.08, NA predicted value +1 SD = −0.22 vs. −1 SD = −0.04).

DISCUSSION

The present study examined how followers’ cultural identity, interdependent self-construal in particular, may affect work outcomes in relation to leaders’ emotion suppression traits, answering recent research calls on this topic (Epitropaki et al., 2017). On the basis of previous findings on leader–follower interaction in Greece (Kafetsios et al., 2011, 2012, 2014), and also insights into the function of emotion suppression in social interaction in a collectivistic culture (Kafetsios et al., 2018), we expected that followers’ interdependence would have more beneficial emotion and attitudinal outcomes for leaders higher on suppression traits.

As expected, leaders’ avoidant attachment was, indeed, associated with followers’ positive work attitudes (higher job satisfaction, group cohesion perceptions, and DA) and less-negative emotion at work and loneliness feelings for groups of followers higher on interdependent self-construal. As a further attestation to our central expectation, leaders’ SA rendered the moderating effect of leaders’ avoidant attachment non-significant in several cases and was a significant moderator in two cases for followers with higher interdependent self-construal. These results can be explained with recourse to central leadership theories. Leadership categorization theories (e.g., Lord et al., 1984) maintain that specific leader personality traits are inherent of followers’ implicit leadership theories (ILTs; Shondrick et al., 2010) as well as group-based perceptions. Followers with a higher interdependent cultural orientation in Greece follow culture-level prescriptive norms of higher suppression (Matsumoto et al., 2008) and hence recognize those leaders as more leader prototypical.

This is a unique finding that is also suggestive of the likely processes at play, and the level of analysis involved. If results were viewed from a dyadic perspective, one may expect that interdependent followers would not “match” with avoidant leaders. Recent experimental and correlational studies (in France, USA, and Greece) attest that avoidant followers “match” with more independent leaders (Gruda and Kafetsios, 2017). However, the reverse relationship (i.e., independent followers matching with avoidant leaders) was not observed.

Our research is not without limitations. Given that our study is correlational, results concerning cross-level relationships could also be describing a reverse causal relationship between leader attachment orientation and subordinates’ self-construal and work outcomes. Moreover, one cannot know, based on this study, whether it was dyadic or group-level processes, involved. Further research could disentangle the possible dynamics of group-level norms and dyadic-level relationships, which may function simultaneously in leader–follower exchanges. Finally, the study took place in a public organization in Greece, which may have further exacerbated likely cultural orientation effects. Further research is needed in order to clarify the influence of emotion-related cultural norms in different cultures and organizations.

Implications

The obvious practical implication of the current findings is that cultural identity and, therefore, the cultural (and organizational) context can shape followers’ perceptions regarding specific emotion-related traits. As we have shown, culture can influence how followers perceive their leaders. Going beyond the moderating effect, culture can further even change traditionally held assumptions of attachment orientation “matching” between individuals, such as leaders and followers. If subordinates with an interdependent attachment orientation, report higher job satisfaction when they are assigned to a highly avoidant and emotion-suppressing leaders, previous beliefs about the strength of attachment schemas need to be revisited through a cultural lens. The overarching role of culture should not be ignored.

In terms of practical implications, organizations, and in particular management, needs to be aware of the influencing role of culture. Since attachment orientations are easily measured and reveal the importance of self- and others-schemas as well organizations might be inclined to use these tools during talent recruitment or in determining the right group of subordinates and leaders to handle a specific project or task. Although being aware that subordinates might hold different relationship expectations and preferences when it comes to their leader, managers should be very careful not to simply assign subordinates to “matching” leaders, in terms of attachment styles. This is particularly important for organizations with international teams or those expanding abroad. It might just be that interdependent followers indeed prefer an independent leader, since they are seen as more masculine or even capable (Kafetsios et al., 2014). That is because followers’ cultural orientation also influences their leader preference, as we have shown in this paper.

CONCLUSION

This study adds to a stream of research that highlights the interplay between cultural norms and cultural identity at the individual level with attachment orientations in organizational contexts (e.g., Gruda and Kafetsios, 2017). With few exceptions (e.g., Rothbaum et al., 2000), the interplay between attachment orientations and culture has been more rarely examined. Moreover, the study provides a further attestation to the different functions emotion propensities have at different levels of analysis.
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