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INTRODUCTION

The quality of leader—follower relationships is one of the most-researched phenomena in the field
of leadership (Zhao & Li, 2019). This is not least because high-quality relationships between leaders
and followers promote a myriad of positive organizational outcomes (e.g., trust, job satisfaction, or
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performance; Loi et al., 2011, Martin et al., 2016, 2019). However, despite considerable knowledge about
the positive consequences of high-quality relationships, our understanding of how such relationships
develop (Gottfredson et al., 2020), and what concrete leader—follower exchanges give rise to better or
worse relationship quality is still remarkably underdeveloped (Banks et al., 2021; Hemshorn de Sanchez
et al., 2022).

This lacuna is surprising given one of the foundational assumptions of leader-member exchange
(LMX) theory is that relationship quality emerges as a result of recurring, episodic interactions between
leaders and followers (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Scholars only recently discov-
ered the utility of an episodic lens for the study of LMX, suggesting that leader emotional expressions
during leader—follower interactions may play a crucial role in the development of high-quality relation-
ships (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Puranik et al., 2021; Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Extant empirical re-
search on emotions and LMX reflects this incomplete application of LMX theory and so far has yielded
contradictory results. On the one hand, prior work focused on the consequences of static alignment of
leader and follower emotions (i.e., aggregated emotions over time or emotional tone) for LMX (Gooty
et al,, 2019) and demonstrated that leader—follower alignment in positive (but not negative) emotional
tone predicts LMX. On the other hand, more recent work (e.g., Bartels et al., 2022) reported that while
leader emotional expressions predict follower-felt emotions via emotional contagion (i.e., leader emo-
tions engendering corresponding follower emotions; Hatfield et al., 1992), only #egative (but not positive)
emotional contagion influences the quality of LMX.

Drawing from affective events theory (Weiss & Beal, 2005; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and models
on dyadic entrainment (Ancona et al., 2001; Cropanzano et al., 2017), we argue that prior contradictory
findings may be reconciled by (1) adopting an episodic lens to gauge how emotions impact leader—follower
relationships, (2) focusing on the quality of leader—follower interactions as the microfoundation of relation-
ship quality, and (3) exploring relevant boundary conditions that shape how leader emotions are perceived
by followers and influence their interaction quality. In doing so, we aim to make three contributions to
the LMX literature.

First, existing empirical work (Bartels et al., 2022; Gooty et al., 2019) has neglected that emotional
processes operate at an episodic level and are therefore best studied by looking at leader—follower in-
teractions as they occur across a workday (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Hofmans et al., 2019; McClean
et al., 2019). Yet, crucially, nonverbal exchanges in (online) meetings, while standing next to the water-
cooler, or during fleeting encounters in the hallway can substantially impact the quality of leader—fol-
lower relationships (Puranik et al., 2021). The first contribution of our research is to study leader—follower
emotional entrainment (i.e., a process where two interacting oscillating systems assume the same emotional
pattern over time; Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), which offers an episodic lens for the study of the empathic
bond between leaders and followers (Jian, 2022). We specifically aim to advance emotional entrainment
as a dynamic process that explains how leader and follower emotions co-evolve.

Second, adopting an episodic approach to explore emotional entrainment also necessitates to study its
corresponding short-term impact on the quality of leader—follower relationships (Hofmans et al., 2019).
While prior work shows that leader—follower relationship quality exhibits considerable temporal vari-
ability (Bartels et al., 2022; Dimotakis et al., 2023; Ellis et al., 2019), the crux of this extant research on
short-term changes in leader—follower relationships is that most studies operationalized the construct as
LMX. LMX, however, was originally not devised to describe temporal variability in relationship change
(Scandura & Meuser, 2022). More recently, Liao et al. (2019) pointed to a way forward by adopting an
episodic lens on leader—follower relationships that did not use the LMX construct but instead focused
on episodic exchanges between leaders and followers. Building on this line of work, our second con-
tribution is to link episodic leader and follower emotions with inferaction quality. We contribute to the
paradigm shift away from leadership styles and toward studying leader behaviour (Banks et al., 2021;
Fischer & Sitkin, 2023) and argue that perceptions of interaction quality more appropriately capture the
short-term impact of emotional entrainment.

Third, although the extant research suggests that leader emotions can have a relational impact on
followers, this does by no means imply that followers' interactional perceptions st always be impacted
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by the leader emotional expressions they observe. In fact, various context factors can shape the re-
lational imprint leader behaviours leave on followers (Lee et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2013). In line
with this, affect and LMX scholars consistently call for more empirical work on the social-contextual
factors that influence the way relationship quality is swayed by leader emotions (Bartels et al., 2022;
Cropanzano et al.,, 2017; Gooty et al., 2019; Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Responding to these calls, our
third contribution is to examine the role that followers' attachment styles — a key yet underresearched
indicator of one's relationship-related mindset (Bowlby, 1969; Wu & Parker, 2017) — play for how both
leader—follower emotional entrainment is elicited and subsequent perceptions of interaction quality are
shaped. We argue that followers high in attachment avoidance (i.e., the degree to which individuals feel
uncomfortable with closeness in relationships) are less receptive to emotional entrainment because they
tend to protect themselves from becoming too affected by others' emotions (Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Wu
& Parker, 2017). In contrast, followers high in attachment anxiety (i.e., the degree to which individuals
worry and ruminate about being rejected or abandoned by interaction partners) are more receptive to
emotional entrainment because of their high sensitivity to interpersonal emotional expressions as signs
of approval (Campbell et al., 2005; Wu & Parker, 2017). Figure 1 depicts our theoretical model.

The impact of within-day trajectories of leader emotional expressions and
follower emotional states (leader—follower emotional entrainment) on
interaction quality

Although the view that a followet's perception of a high-quality relationship with their leader is shaped
by recurring, emotionally charged interactions is core to relational approaches to leadership (Graen &
Scandura, 1987; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), previous research has predominantly focused on cognitive
constructs, such as competence or personality, as determinants of LMX (Dulebohn et al., 2012). Taking
stock of this, recent theorizing (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Silard & Dasborough, 2021) highlighted that
affect received little attention in the academic discourse on the development of relationships at work.
We posit that dyadic emotional entrainment can explain the dynamic role of affect across repeated
leader—follower interactions during a workday. Affective events theory (AET; Dasborough, 2006; Weiss
& Cropanzano, 1996) suggests that leader behaviours can trigger affective events and corresponding

Follower
Attachment Style

(Avoidant,
Anxious)

Person-level

Day-level
H4a-d (moderation) | H6a-d (moderated mediation)
H5a-d (moderation) | H7a-d (moderated mediation)

Within-Day Within-Day Change End-of-Day
Change Trajectory Trajectory in Perceived
in Leader Emotion Follower Emotion Interaction

(Joy, Calmness, (Joy, Calmness, Quality
Fear, Sadness) Fear, Sadness)

H3a-d (mediation)

FIGURE 1 Theoretical model of how and when leader—follower emotional entrainment influences end-of-day perceived
interaction quality.
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emotional reactions (i.e., fairly intense, relatively short-term affective states, Eberly & Fong, 2013). The
significance of leaders as creators of affective events can be explained by their central role for followers
in that they typically occupy key decision-making positions and have greater access to relevant organi-
zational resources, thus making followers attuned to their emotional expressions (van Knippenberg &
van Kleef, 2016).

However, AET remains silent on how leader emotional expressions impact follower affective states
over time beyond outlining the general possibility of affective cycles. Here, models on dyadic entrain-
ment (Ancona et al., 2001; Cropanzano et al., 2017) allow for the more specific prediction that leader
emotional expressions will shape followers' temporally dynamic affective reactions through emotional
entrainment. Social or dyadic entrainment involves the modification of an individual's activity cycle by
another actor, such that both activity cycles become ever more synchronized and end up oscillating in
a similar rhythm (Ancona et al., 2001; Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; McGrath & Kelly, 1986). Although
as a process emotional contagion and emotional entrainment share similarities, such as the emotional
spillover between leader and follower (e.g., Volmer, 2012), important differences exist. Specifically,
emotional entrainment represents a dynamic emotional spillover between a leader and a follower that
has a cumulative effect and results in synchronized emotions over time (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999;
Cropanzano et al., 2017). Emotional contagion, in comparison, reflects a one-off transferral of emotion
from leader to follower (Elfenbein, 2014; Hatfield et al., 1992), the effect of which may be fleeting and
dissipate over the course of a day (Cropanzano et al., 2017). Put simply, if leaders display joy during
an interaction, followers are likely to experience joy as an uplifting affective reaction; however, the
affective impact of a single joyful exchange may be fleeting and dissipate shortly after the interaction
(Cropanzano et al., 2017; Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Applied to an episodic perspective, we propose
that when leaders repeatedly display the same emotional expression across multiple interactions over
the course of a day, this should impact followers' affective reaction cycle in such a way that the temporal
trajectory of followers' affective reactions becomes gradually entrained to the temporal trajectory of
leader emotions. Revisiting our earlier example, given followers experience joyful affective reactions
when observing leader joy, if a leader repeatedly displays joy across multiple interactions during the day,
the fluctuations of leader joy expressions should predict the corresponding fluctuations of follower af-
fective reactions of joy, thus resembling a within-day emotional entrainment process between leader and
follower. Research shows that work relationships are not stable but built through interactions between
leaders and followers on a daily basis (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012),
thereby supporting our emotional entrainment perspective.

Theorizing on leader—follower relationships also suggests that differences in an emotion's core prop-
erties, specifically in terms of valence (i.e., positive vs. negative) and activation (low vs. high) need to be
considered in the emotional entrainment process (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Silard & Dasborough, 2021).
Adopting this view, we focus on the temporal trajectories of leader expressions and follower affective
reactions of joy, calmness, fear, and sadness. We study emotional entrainment involving these emotions
because (a) they cover the full spectrum of the affect circumplex in terms of valence and activation as
well as (b) prior research has not only shown that leader expressions of these emotions engender corre-
sponding follower affective reactions (Bono & Ilies, 2006; Johnson, 2008; Kish-Gephart et al., 2009;
Visser et al., 2013), but that follower emotions can also exhibit change trajectories throughout the day
(Arnold & Sonnentag, 2023). We thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Within-day trajectories of leader emotional expressions regarding (a) joy,
(b) calmness, (c) fear, and (d) sadness will be positively related to within-day trajectories of
corresponding follower-felt emotions, thus representing an emotional entrainment process.

Historically, LMX has been described as the quality of the relationship between leader and follower
“built over time as a function of many repeated episodes of social interaction” (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995;
He et al., 2017, p. 539). Yet, said social-interactional basis of LMX has only ever been theoretically
implied rather than explicitly studied, thereby neglecting the dynamic interpersonal processes that
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reflect some of the very foundational assumptions of LMX theory (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Hofmans
et al., 2019). We posit that an episodic exploration of leader—follower emotional entrainment should ex-
amine its effects on episodic interaction quality because this enables capturing the short-term relational
impact of emotions.

According to AET, the affective reaction cycles followers experience as a result of leader-induced
affective events can impact their interaction quality with leaders (Lee et al., 2015). Followers may eval-
uate episodic exchanges with leaders and form judgements congruent with their affective state at the
time (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996; see also Forgas, 1995). Likewise, entrainment models suggest that
followers interpret their affective state in response to the leader emotional expressions in light of “what
may follow as the relationship progresses” (Cropanzano et al., 2017, p. 238). Based on this, we argue
that followers use the changing trajectory of felt emotions across the day to evaluate their interaction
quality with their leader.

In addition, followers' perceived interaction quality should differ depending on the specific emotions
they experience (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Positive high-activated emotions,
such as joy, are associated with the experience of interest and motivation, which should elicit perceptions
of satisfying and effective interactions (Ilies et al., 2005). When followers experience joy across multiple
daily interactions during emotional entrainment, memories consistent with that emotion are stimulated
(Bono & Ilies, 2000). This ensures that positive aspects of daily leader—follower interactions play a more
prominent role in the follower's judgement when considering their interaction quality at the end of the
day. Similarly, although lower in activation, experiencing feelings of calmness indicates that things are
moving in the right direction during interactions with the leader. Specifically, as a result of emotional
entrainment across multiple leader—follower interactions, calmness may imply leadet's attunement to
followers' needs and wants and thus affords followers a sense of security as challenging tasks may ac-
cumulate during the day (Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Evidence for a link between calmness and per-
ceived interaction quality also comes from the mindfulness literature that demonstrates a link between
mindfulness, calmness, and job satisfaction (Hulsheger et al., 2013; Wongtongkam et al., 2017).

In contrast, experiencing negative emotional entrainment over the course of the day signals goal in-
congruence and a potential violation of the leader's expectations (Gooty et al., 2019). Particulatly, the en-
trainment of high-arousal negative emotions, such as fear, can elicit “flight” reactions, making followers
more inclined to quit interactions with their leader (Kiewitz et al., 2016; Kish-Gephart et al., 2009), thus
negatively impacting perceived interaction quality. Although less intense, followers who are entrained
with sadness also view interactions in a more negative light, meaning they are less satisfied and feel less
effective during such social encounters (Lench et al., 2016; Porath & Pearson, 2012). We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. Within-day trajectories of follower-felt emotions predict followers' per-
ceived interaction quality with their leader at the end of the day. Specifically, within-day tra-
jectories in felt joy (H2a) and calmness (H2b) are positively related to end-of-day interaction
quality, whereas within-day trajectories in felt fear (H2c) and sadness (H2d) are negatively
related to end-of-day interaction quality.

Combining Hypotheses 1 and 2, we propose a mediated episodic relationship between trajectories
of leader emotional expressions and follower perceptions of interaction quality through follower trajec-
tories of felt emotions over the course of a day. Specifically, integrating notions of AET and emotional
entrainment, we suggest that the more consistently leaders express certain emotions across multiple
interactions, the more likely will followers' resulting episodic affective reactions reinforce their initial
relational impression of the leader and result in a conclusive evaluative judgement concerning their
perceived interaction quality.

Given that judgements regarding interaction quality are related to the specific emotion followers
experience (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Silard & Dasborough, 2021), we argue that leader—follower emo-
tional entrainment of joy and calmness will positively predict followers' perceived interaction quality
with the leader. In contrast, leader—follower emotional entrainment of fear and sadness will negatively
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affect followers' assessment of their interaction quality with the leader. Based on this rationale, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. Within-day leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (H3a) and
calmness (H3b) is positively related to interaction quality at the end of the day, whereas
within-day leader—follower emotional entrainment of fear (H3c) and sadness (H3d) is nega-
tively related to interaction quality at the end of the day.

The role of attachment styles for leader—follower emotional entrainment

The literature on leader emotions (van Knippenberg & van Kleef, 2016) as well as emotions and LMX
(Silard & Dasborough, 2021) converge in suggesting that the impact of emotional exchanges during
interactions is not uniform but can differ from person to person depending on how emotions are per-
ceived and interpreted. Similarly, AET (Weiss & Beal, 2005; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and theorizing
on dyadic entrainment (Cropanzano et al., 2017) suggests that individual dispositions influence the way
affective events shape affective reactions and subsequent work attitudes, such as interaction quality with
one's leader.

Building on this, we propose followers' attachment styles as a relationship-relevant disposition that
impacts the shape of leader—follower emotional entrainment. The attachment literature (Bowlby, 1969)
suggests that individuals are born with an innate desire to seck closeness to and support from others.
It states that depending on whether or not efforts to seek connection with significant others are suc-
cessful, a secure or insecure attachment style develops that guides behaviours in future relationships
(Bowlby, 1969; Harms, 2011). Besides its application in developmental psychology, the last decade has
seen several calls to apply attachment theory in a work context (Fein et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2013).
Applied to leader—follower relationships, attachment styles are typically described as trait-like character-
istics along two orthogonal dimensions of adult attachment (i.e., attachment avoidance and attachment
anxiety, Brennan et al., 1998; Wu & Parker, 2017) that shape a followers' information processing, such
as their attentiveness to and interpretation of their leadet's emotions and behaviours (Fein et al., 2020;
Harms, 2011). We propose that follower differences in attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety
influence the strength of leader—follower emotional entrainment during repeated interactions over the
course of a workday.

Avoidantly attached followers are typically less invested in the relationship with their leader and
eschew overly close contact because of their preference to stay independent (Brennan et al., 1998).
Avoidant attachment develops when individuals have learned in their relationships with primary care-
givers that closeness may lead to negative consequences, such as rejection, which results in the develop-
ment of a tendency to keep their distance from others (Bowlby, 1969; Wu & Parker, 2017). Applied to
this research, leader emotional expressions should be less facilitative of emotional entrainment for fol-
lowers with high attachment avoidance given their preference for not getting too close to work-related
attachment figures such as leaders (Harms, 2011). We thus predict that followers high in attachment
avoidance may be less reactive to leader emotional expressions. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4. Follower attachment avoidance moderates the within-day leader—follower
emotional entrainment process. For followers with high levels of attachment avoidance,
leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (H4a), calmness (H34), fear (H4c), and sad-
ness (H4d) will be weaker as compared to those with low levels of attachment avoidance.

In comparison, followers with high levels of attachment anxiety worry about being rejected or aban-
doned by their leader as they tend to view themselves as insufficient for deserving high-quality rela-
tionships (Fein et al., 2020; Wu & Parker, 2012). Anxious attachment develops because individuals have
experienced inconsistencies in their relationships with primary caregivers, leading to the development

8518017 SUOWILLOD BAIERID 3|l |dde 3y} Aq peussnob aie Ssjole O '8N J0 S3jnl o) A1iq18UIIUO A8|IM UO (SUORIPUOO-PUE-SLULIBH WD A3 | 1M Al.d 1 |BU1|UO//SCHIY) SUORIPUOD PUe SLB | 84} 88S *[5202/T0/82] Uo ARiqiauliuo AB|im SeL Aq 6T52T d00lTTTT 0T/I0p/woo’ A imArelq 1 jeut|uo gnuoAsdsday/sciy wioly pepeo|umoq v ‘v202 'Sze8rvoz



LEADER-FOLLOWER EMOTIONAL ENTRAINMENT | 1409

of ambivalent and anxious attitudes towards relationships (Bowlby, 1969; Wu & Parker, 2017). As a re-
sult, anxiously attached individuals are overreactive to cues in daily interactions with others as they ex-
pect them to disproportionately feature signals about a potential rejection (Campbell et al., 2005). This
attention to cues in relationships concerns both positive and negative aspects, turning their life into an
emotional roller coaster compared to individuals with low attachment anxiety (Collins & Read, 1990;
Harms, 2011). Accordingly, for followers high in attachment anxiety leader emotional expressions
should facilitate stronger emotional entrainment across their daily interactions because of their high
sensitivity to emotional cues. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5. Tollower attachment anxiety moderates the within-day leader—follower
emotional entrainment process. For followers with high levels of attachment anxiety,
leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (H5a), calmness (H5b), fear (H5c), and sad-
ness (H5d) will be stronger as compared to those with low levels of attachment anxiety.

Combining our previous arguments, we posit that attachment styles (i.e., attachment avoidance and
attachment anxiety) moderate the strength of how leader—follower emotional entrainment relates to fol-
lowers' perceived interaction quality with their leader. Thus, depending on followers' attachment styles,
the trajectory of leader emotional expressions during leader—follower interactions should differentially
relate to followers' end-of-day interaction quality via the trajectory of follower-felt emotions. We addi-
tionally propose:

Hypothesis 6. Follower attachment avoidance moderates the indirect relationship be-
tween within-day leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (H6a), calmness (H6D), fear
(H60), and sadness (H6d), and follower interaction quality at the end of the day. Specifically,
for followers with higher levels of attachment avoidance, the indirect effect will be weaker
as compared to those with lower levels of attachment avoidance.

Hypothesis 7. Follower attachment anxiety moderates the indirect relationship between
within-day leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (H7a), calmness (H7b), fear (H7c),
and sadness (H7d), and follower interaction quality at the end of the day. Specifically, for
followers with higher levels of attachment anxiety, the indirect effect should be stronger as
compared to those with lower levels of attachment anxiety.

METHOD
Sample and procedure

We tested our model using an experience sampling design (Beal, 2015), adopting a within-day approach
to be able to model the episodic emotional entrainment process between leaders and followers through-
out the day. Study participants were recruited via Prolific, a leading provider of high-quality data (Peer
et al., 2017). Participants were pre-screened to be full-time employees and to have a direct supervisor.
Participants received a financial reward of up to a maximum of £33,50 if all surveys were completed.
We collected all data electronically via online surveys. Upon registration, participants received a
link to an informed consent form which provided them with information about the survey and data
management. Next, participants filled in a pre-survey that assessed demographic characteristics and
trait variables (e.g., attachment styles). On the subsequent Monday following pre-survey completion,
the experience sampling period commenced for two consecutive weeks (i.e., 10 working days). For
each working day (i.e., Monday — Friday) during the 2-week period, participants had to indicate their
estimated start and finish time. In line with participants' identified start and finish times, they received
four surveys per day in 2-hourly intervals: two (i.e., survey 1), four (i.e., survey 2), six (i.e., survey 3), and
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eight (i.e., survey 4) hours after participants started work. In case of non-response within the first hour
after receiving a survey, a reminder was sent. In total, participants had 2 h to respond until the survey
was deactivated. Each daily survey included episodic assessments of leader as well as follower emotions,
as well as perceived interaction quality in the fourth daily survey.

Initially, 84 participants completed the pre-survey; however, 12 participants who did not complete
any daily survey had to be excluded, resulting in a final person-level sample of N=72 (person-level re-
sponse rate: 86%) who completed 594 daily surveys. Importantly, among the daily surveys, we excluded
those in which participants reported either having had no interaction or improbable interaction times
(i.e., more than 8 h during the 8-h experience sampling period) with their leader during that day. This
procedure resulted in a final day-level sample of N =497 (day-level response rate: 69%). These person-
and day-level response rates correspond with those of previously published daily diary studies (Gabriel
et al., 2019). The average completion times for daily surveys were 11:53 for Survey 1, 13:52 for Survey
2, 15:56 for Survey 3, and 17:56 for Survey 4. Participants in our study worked in a variety of differ-
ent industries, including teaching and education, health, manufacturing, and information technology.
Regarding demographic characteristics, our sample was 46% female with an average age of 37.65years
($D=9.47), and the average job tenure in participants' current organization was 8.20years (§D=6.99).

Measures
Adult attachment (pre-survey)

We asked participants to respond to a scale that had been used in the work context before by Wu and
Parker (2017) to measure attachment anxiety (four items; @ =.68) and attachment avoidance (six items;
a=.75). An example item for attachment anxiety is: ‘I often worry that others do not really like me’,
and for attachment avoidance: ‘T am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others’. Response options
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Episodic leader emotional expressions and follower-felt emotions (daily surveys)

We used a shortened 12-item scale developed by Warr et al. (2014) to assess follower perceptions of their
leader's episodic emotional expressions as well as their own episodic felt emotions. The scale specifi-
cally assesses joy (i.e., high-activated positive emotion), calmness (i.e., low-activated positive emotion),
fear (i.e., high-activated negative emotion), and sadness (i.e., low-activated negative emotion). To capture
episodic leader emotions, we asked participants to rate their leadet's emotional expression in the last few
hours since they arrived at work (for survey 1) orin the last few hours since they completed the last survey
(for surveys 2—4). To measure episodic follower-felt emotions, participants should rate how they felt since
they arrived at work in the morning (for survey 1) orin the last few hours since they completed the last sur-
vey (for surveys 2—4). Response options for both perceived leader emotional expressions and follower-felt
emotions ranged from 1 (noz at all) to 5 (a great deal). Example items for joy include joyful” and ‘excited’, for
calmness ‘calm’ and ‘relaxed’, for fear “worried” and ‘anxious’, and for sadness ‘depressed’ and ‘dejected’.
Cronbach's a within the day ranged from .88 to .90 for leader joy, .93 to .94 for leader calmness, .91 to
.93 for leader fear, and .96 to .97 for leader sadness, was consistently .90 for follower joy, as well as ranged
from .92 to .94 for follower calmness, .93 to .94 for follower fear, and .94 to .96 for follower sadness.

Episodic interaction quality (end-of-day)

We used a three-item measure of episodic interaction quality developed by Liao et al. (2019) at the
end of the day (averaged a across days =.87). Participants were asked to rate how they perceived their
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interactions with their leaders in the last few hours since they completed the last survey. Response op-
tions ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items include ‘I was satisfied with the interactions
I had with my leader’ and “The interactions I had with my leader were effective’.

Analytical strategy

Due to our study design, our data structure involved three levels of analysis. At Level 1 (i.e., the within-
day level), followers' perceptions of episodic leader emotional expressions and their own emotions were
measured across the day, and episodic interaction quality at the end of the day. These daily measure-
ments were nested within days at Level 2 (i.e., between-day level), which, in turn, were also nested
within 72 individuals at Level 3 (i.e., between-person level). Specifying the repeated measurements of
episodic leader emotional expressions and follower-felt emotions as two parallel within-day processes
using latent growth modelling enabled us to analyse our three-level data structure in a multilevel latent
growth model (see e.g., Preacher, 2011). We followed recommendations by von Soest and Hagtvet (2011)
on mediation for latent growth modelling and combined them with those by various scholars on me-
diation and moderation within multilevel structural equation modelling (Bauer et al., 2006; Preacher
et al., 2010). All analyses were conducted with Mplus Version 8 using maximum likelihood estimation
with robust standard errors.

We tested our proposed hypotheses by specifying a 1-1-1 moderated mediation model (Preacher
et al., 2010). As part of the a-path, we modelled leader—follower emotional entrainment by specifying re-
lations between the trajectory of episodic leader emotional expressions (e.g., leader expressions of joy at
T,-T) and the trajectory of corresponding episodic follower-felt emotions (e.g., follower-felt joy at T -T’)
as repeated random slopes on the within-person level. Doing so produces an average random slope that
reflects the episodic emotional entrainment processes over the course of a day (see Butner et al., 2005 for
a similar approach). Additionally, we defined a linear second-order latent growth model for episodic
follower-felt emotions, including latent variables resembling within-day changes (i.e., the slope growth
factor) and the respective starting value (i.c., the intercept growth fac‘cor).1 Both intercept and slope growth
factors for follower-felt emotions were added to the b-path of the model predicting episodic interaction
quality at the end of the day (von Soest & Hagtvet, 2011). In line with our cross-level interaction hypoth-
esis, we added attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety to the between-level part of our model as
predictors of the average random slope for leader—follower emotional entrainment across the day.”

Following recommendations for ESM data (Ohly et al., 2010), we grand-mean centred Level 2 pre-
dictors and person-mean centred Level 1 predictors. We calculated the magnitude of hypothesized
(moderated) mediation effects using the formula recommended by Bauer et al. (2000). To test the signif-
icance of our hypotheses involving (moderated) mediation, we used the Monte Carlo method to create
95% confidence intervals (CI) with 20,000 replications around the point estimates of the (moderated)
mediation effects (Preacher & Selig, 2012).

RESULTS

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables. Using null models to
partition the amount of variance in our Level 1 variables into within- and between-person portions

'Following the approach of recent dynamic growth modelling research concerning felt emotions (Min et al., 2021), we specified a linear
trajectory for within-day follower-felt emotions. However, and in line with recommendations by Bliese and Ployhart (2002), we also examined
an alternative curvilinear trajectory. Results suggested that the linear models fit the data better than the curvilinear models for all four
emotions. More detailed analysis results are available upon request.

Informed by prior theorizing (Cropanzano et al., 2017; van Knippenberg & van Kleef, 2016), in supplemental analyses we also tested whether
trait epistemic motivation, trait empathy, or susceptibility to emotional contagion moderated our proposed interrelationships — however, no
significant interaction was detected. Detailed results are available from the main author upon request.
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among study variables®.

Variable M SD 1 2 B 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 12 13 14 15
Day-level predictors

1. Leader calmness T 3.47 .88

2. Leader calmness T/ 343 76 .25%*

3. Leader calmness T, 3.45 .82 .09%  24%*

4. Leader calmness T, 3.42 .84 2206 qT7Hx 30%*

5. Leader joy T, 298 .85 .62¥* 16%* .04 10%*

6. Leader joy T, 2.96 .82 40%Fx  55%k 23Rk pkk 43%k

7. Leader joy T, 293 .84 11* 2000% 0 53%k 4wk 1ORE 33k

8. Leader joy T 2.96 .83 .22%F  20%%  20%F  51%F 20%F  37RF 376

9. Leader sadness T 118 .35 —12%* —-08 —-.03 —11* -.04 —.05 —.08 —.04

10. Leader sadness T, 1.24 44  —.03 -4 —13%F —13% 01 —.08  —11x  —10%  21%*

11. Leader sadness T, 1.24 41 —.09%* —10% —20%% =08 —05  —16%F —13FF —16kF 1400 12

12. Leader sadness T, 1.22 .36 —.06 —.05 —.08 —21% .00 -.08 -.06 —-.07 2106 19% 18%k

13. Leader fear T 140 42 =200 —16%F —.09% — 5%k —13kE —1oRF - 3kE — 5k 68k 14k TR I1F

14. Leader fear T 149 51 —.09 =27k =210 —13%F —(08  —19%F —22FF 1k 27Fk T4k 2Rk D0%E 26%*

15. Leader fear T, 148 51 —10% —13%% —30% —16%* —09% —180 —17%F —23%F (8 .08 JEEE QTR QTR 9%

16. Leader fear T 147 49 —06 —.09 —14%k —32%F —(03  —03  —.09% 15k 7Rk 24k @Rk T8k I3k D4k DDk
17. Follower calmness T 3.47 .87 .19%* .08 .08 A1 200 200 10* .09* —10% .03 .03 .06 —.08 -03 .01

18. Follower calmness T, 3.40 .85 .16%*  .24%% 11% 14+ Q465 23% (8 10%* —-02 —-04 -01 -08 —04 -06 —.006
19. Follower calmness T, 3.37 .92 .12%% 17%x = 23%% 7% 08 d4ee ke 18 —10% 08 —.03 .03 7R 4wk — 12k
20. Follower calmness T; 3.44 .88 .05 06 A7ER 300 —.02 .08 A3 A8k —05  —.07  —.06 —.03 04k —11F 0 ]2
21. Follower joy T 2.79 .87 .09 04 .05 .05 220% 40k 1% .09 —.12%% .00 .05 .06 —.08 -03 .02
22. Follower joy T, 2.83 .87 A7* 15% 07 .06 20%% 0 3k 3%k 2% — 04 01 0% .07 -04 -06 .03

23. Follower joy T, 272 .85 1% .08 A5wE Q3R 19k 2R 26%E 20%F = 11%F .04 -.06 .01 —15%%  —08  —13%*
24. Follower joy T 2.76 .89 .07 J09%F d4ee 3% (9% 9%k 22%F 36%F 05 -07 .06 .03 —.02 -06  —.02
25. Follower sadness T, 1.30 .63 —10%* —.03  —.09% —13* —17% —10* —-.01 —-.06 210 120 11F 08 Aeek .07 .09

26. Follower sadness T, 1.26 .61 ~ —10%* —-.05 —01 —.06 —.11* —12* .00 —.04 .06 .06 .03 .02 .05 .08 .04

27. Follower sadness T, 1.26 .63 —.06 —.08 —05 —03 —07 —10¥ —.03 —.08 .06 .08 A4%5 .01 0% A1 6%
28. Follower sadness T, 1.25 .62 —.05 —.06 —05 —.06 —06 —.08 —.08 —.06 .08 .00 .03 .09% 13 02 .07

29. Follower fear T, 1.58 .73 —14%k —120F —09%  —12%% —15%F — 5% —(8 —-.08 240 AT 1% 04 28%k 130 15k
30. Follower fear T 155 .73 —.07 —17* —.07 —.05 —.07 —18% —.02 —-.03 3R 05 .03 .06 A7 e 130
31. Follower fear T, 153 72 =05 —A3FF —d4ek —12%F — (03 —12%F Q4% — 1% 10* .07 A4%% .05 A5RE A4k Dgek
32. Follower fear T 150 .67 =07 —15%F —17FF — 160 —03  —12%F 15k — 13 (09 .02 Are 1 A6 10* 18k
33. Follower interaction  3.90 .68 .07 .05 Jd6%E 336 09* .08 A7 300 —08  —06 —.06 —.20%F =13 —07 —.10%*
quality T,

Person—level predictors

34, Follower attachment  3.68 1.09 —17** —04 —.03 .03 —19%% —09% -.07 —.04 4% .07 A3%% .04 R Tl
avoidance

35. Follower attachment  3.16 1.36 —.16** —.05 .05 .01 BIC 5 E O NG () S () ) .02 -.02 -.07 .08 .08 —.02
anxiety

Note: Correlations among the day-level variables represent group-mean centred relationships at the within-person level of analysis. Day-level
variables were aggregated to provide correlations with person-level variables.

"Day-level N=497; Person-level N=72.

*p<.05; F*p<.01.

revealed that a substantial proportion of variance existed at the within-person level for all study varia-
bles, ranging from 29% for follower sadness (T0) to 75% for leader fear (T0), and including 48% for
interaction quality (T3), indicating that multilevel modelling is appropriate. A multilevel confirmatory
factor analysis (MCFA) was also conducted to ensure that our study variables are conceptually distinct.
At the within-person level, we included perceived leader emotional expressions and felt follower
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16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34

.05

—-.02 39%*

-.01 Bl 39%

-.07 26%* 32%K ATHE

.03 54 27%* 8% 2%

10% A1xx ST 28%% 26%* Sk

.02 22%% 30%F A1 30%F 40*F 43

—.04 A6%* 16+ 245 ALEE 24%% 34k 42K

A1* —35%F = 1T7H* =128 e W Rk o T

.05 —20%%  —23%%  —]5%F —A4RE =16k —28%F —.09 —A4kx 56%F

.03 —15%F —16%* —.27%* —22%% =11 —11* —23%k S 12%F 44k 49k

.07 —11* =07 —.15%* —28%F = 13%% - 10* —A5%E = 20%F A43FE 40%F 60F*

.08 —4GFE —23%% D1 S 248K 3TRE 240K —D0RE 120K 3R 38FK 8% 32%k

.09 —32FE —40%F —28%* =21k = 22%k 3R 8% —10% 428 56%F  31xk 25%F% 57K

.09 —A5%R =23k — 4k —3TRR —12% S ATRR —25kE —5RE 34k DORE 55RE B4Rk 4%k 43%k

204 —A2%k = 11F —.25%% —A45Fx =11 —ABRE 24k 34k 35RE B(Rk 45RE 3K 41F% 35%k 50%F

=27 =01 .08 .05 A7 —.02 .04 4 26%F =10 =04 —.07 —16%F .01 —01 —.10% —.20%*

.05 =GE = SR —20%K —A4kx 38Rk —3Gkk - 33%k AGRE ATRR 44pk AQRF 364 348 32%F 30k — 5%k
—.02 e G (b —22%k  — 3% —04 .02 .06 5 G N SN () )OS (S SN (G| ST S

emotions of joy, calmness, fear, and sadness across the day (T0-T3) and perceived interaction quality at
the end of the day (T3). At the between-person level, we included attachment avoidance and attachment
anxiety. MCFA results demonstrate acceptable model fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Hu & Bentler, 1999)
for the first-order 35-factor model (;{2(4258) =83063.57, p=.00, CF1=.89, RMSEA =.04, SRMR =.04)
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as well as superior model fit compared with alternative models.” Thus, MCFA results support the dis-
tinctive factor structure of our study variables.

Hypothesis tests

Multilevel growth modelling results are presented in Table 2. Due to the computationally intensive
nature of moderated mediation models involving latent variables (Preacher et al., 2016) and to facilitate
the convergence of our models, we tested our hypotheses for each emotion (i.e., joy, calmness, fear, and
sadness) separately. Hypothesis 1 predicted an emotional entrainment effect between the trajectory of
the leader emotional expressions and the corresponding trajectory of follower-felt emotions over the
course of the day. Our results showed that the trajectories of leaders emotional expressions of joy (u,,
= .25, SE=.04, =6.29; p=.00), calmness (4,, = .22, SE=.03, =06.68; p=.00), fear (u,, = .18, SE=.03,
1=5.09; p=.00), and sadness (u,, = .11, SE=.05, 7=2.13; p=.033) were indeed positively related to
corresponding trajectories of follower-felt emotions over the course of a day. Put differently, follower-
felt emotions fluctuated in the same rhythm as leader emotional expressions over the course of a day,
which supports our emotional entrainment argument as proposed by Hypothesis 1. Descriptive change
trajectories for leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy, calmness, fear, and sadness are depicted
in Figure 2.

Furthermore, Hypothesis 2a—d proposed that the trajectory of follower-felt emotions throughout
the day (i.e., the slope growth factor for follower-felt emotions) predicts followers' perceived interaction
quality with their leader at the end of the day. Specifically, Hypothesis 2a and b predicted that within-
day increases in follower-felt positive emotions (i.e., joy and calmness) are positively related to inter-
action quality at the end of the day whereas Hypothesis 2c and d suggested that within-day increases
in follower-felt negative emotions (i.e., fear and sadness) are negatively related to interaction quality at
the end of the day. Supporting Hypothesis 2a and c, within-day increases in follower-felt joy (y=1.80,
SE=.75,1=2.39; p=.017) and fear (y=22121.94, SE=.97, 1=—1.99; p=.046) were related to perceived
interaction quality at the end of the day in the hypothesized direction. However, our results did not
support Hypothesis 2b and d as neither within-day increases in follower-felt calmness (y=.90, SE=.54,
t=1.66; p=.10) nor sadness (y=—91, SE=.82, r=—1.11; p=.27) were related to perceived interaction
quality at the end of the day.

Hypothesis 3a—d involved mediated relationships, specifically that the trajectories of positive leader
emotional expressions of joy (H3a) and calmness (H3b) are positively associated with interaction quality
at the end of the day via the trajectories of the corresponding follower-felt emotions. Furthermore, we
hypothesized that the trajectories of negative leader emotional expressions of fear (H3c) and sadness
(H3d) will be negatively related to interaction quality at the end of the day via the trajectories in the
corresponding follower-felt emotions. Our results indicate that the indirect effect of the trajectory of
leader joy expressions on interaction quality at the end of the day via the trajectory of follower-felt joy
is positive and significant (indirect effect=.44, 95% CI Low =.071; CI High=.922). In a similar vein,
our results showed a negative, significant indirect effect of the trajectory of leader fear expressions on
interaction quality at the end of the day via the trajectory of follower-felt fear (indirect effect=—.35,
95% CI Low = —.782; CI High = —.006). Taken together, Hypothesis 3a and c are supported. Given the
nonsignificant results of Hypothesis 2b and d, we did not test for mediation, and Hypothesis 3b and d
are not supported.

Hypothesis 4a—d proposed that follower attachment avoidance moderates the leader—follower emo-
tional entrainment process, such that followers with high attachment avoidance are less receptive to

3Alternative MCFA model 1 combined all episodic emotions items on Level 1 (i.e., joy, calmness, fear, and sadness at T0-T3) for leaders and
followers, respectively, to one factor ()(2(475()) =27429.51, p=.00, CF1=.40, RMSEA =.10, SRMR =.11), and alternative MCFA model 2 that
combined all leader emotional expressions items and all follower emotions items to a single leader and follower emotions factors as well as
combining attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety on Level 2. This model, however, did not converge.
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FIGURE 2 Descriptive change trajectories of leader—follower emotional entrainment of joy (a), calmness (b), fear (c) and
sadness (d) across the day.

their leader's emotional influence during repeated leader—follower interactions than those with low
attachment avoidance. Our results showed that follower attachment avoidance did exhibit a cross-level
moderating effect for leader expressions of joy (p=—.006, SE=.03, #=-1.99; p=.046) and calmness
(y=—.05, SE=.02, t=-2.14; p=.032). In both cases, the relationship between the trajectories of posi-
tive leader emotional expressions and corresponding trajectories of follower-felt emotions were stron-
ger for followers with low (-1 §D above the mean; v, = .31, SE=.05, 7= 6.50; p=.00; ¥ cupppeee = -27,
SE=.04, t=06.36; p<.001) as opposed to high levels of attachment avoidance (+1 5D above the mean;
Yy = 19, SE=.05, #=3.60; p=.00; ¥ Cuppess = -16, SE=.04, #=3.97; p=.00). However, we did not find
a cross-level interaction effect for leader fear (y=.05, SE=.03, #=1.52; p=.13) and sadness (y=.07,
SE=.10, t=.77; p= .44). Therefore, our results support Hypothesis 4a,b but not Hypothesis 4c,d.
Hypothesis 5a—d proposed that follower attachment anxiety moderates leader—follower emotional
entrainment such that followers with higher attachment anxiety react more strongly to their leader's
emotional influence during interactions over the course of the day, thereby leading to a stronger emo-
tional entrainment effect compared with followers with lower attachment anxiety. Our results revealed
that follower attachment anxiety produced a cross-level moderating effect solely for leader expressions of
fear (y=.05, SE=.02, #=2.02; p=.043). Specifically, the relationship between the trajectory of leader fear
expressions and the corresponding trajectory of follower-felt fear was stronger for followers with high (+1
8§D above the mean; y ,,, = .24, SE=.04, 7= 5.50; p=.00) as opposed to low levels of attachment anxiety
(=1 $D above the mean; yp,,. = .12, SE=.04, r=2.72; p=.0006). However, we did not find cross-level
interaction effects for leader expressions of joy (y=.02, SE=.01, #=1.85; 7s.), calmness (y=.01, SE=.02,
1=.38; p=.71), or sadness (y=.10, SE=.006, 7=1.64; p=.10). Our findings support Hypothesis 5c but not
Hypothesis 5a,b,d. Figure 3a—c illustrates the patterns of significant cross-level interaction effects.
Hypothesis 6a—d predicted that follower attachment avoidance moderates the indirect relationship
between the trajectory of leader emotional expressions and interaction quality at the end of the day via
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FIGURE 3 Moderating effects of follower attachment styles on the relationship between within-day change
trajectories in leader emotional expressions and within-day change trajectories in corresponding follower-felt emotions.
Note: (a) Moderating effect of attachment avoidance on the within-day change trajectory in leader expressions and follower
feelings of joy, (b) Moderating effect of attachment avoidance on the within-day change trajectory in leader expressions and
follower feelings of calmness, and (c) Moderating effect of attachment anxiety on the within-day change trajectory in leader
expressions and follower feelings of fear.

the trajectory of follower-felt emotions. Due to the results of previous hypothesis tests (Hypotheses 2b
and 4c,d), we solely tested this proposed moderated mediation model for leader emotional expres-
sions of joy. Our results showed that the positive indirect effect of the trajectory of leader joy ex-
pressions on interaction quality at the end of the day via the trajectory of follower-felt joy was weaker
for followers with high (+1 §D above the mean; conditional indirect effect=.33, 95% CI Low =.043;
CI High=.749) as opposed to low (=1 SD below the mean; conditional indirect effect=.55, 95% CI
Low =.087; CI High =1.12) levels of attachment avoidance. Thus, our findings support Hypothesis 6a,
but Hypothesis 6b—d do not receive support.

Finally, Hypothesis 7a—d proposed that follower attachment anxiety moderates the indirect rela-
tionship between the trajectories of leader emotional expressions and interaction quality at the end of
the day via the trajectories of follower-felt emotions. Likewise, due to previous hypothesis tests (e.g.,
Hypothesis 2d as well as 5a,b), the proposed moderated mediation model was solely tested for leader
fear expressions. Our findings demonstrate that the negative indirect effect of the trajectory of leader
fear expressions on interaction quality at the end of the day via the follower trajectory of felt fear
was stronger for followers with high (+1 SD above the mean; conditional indirect effect=—.47, 95%
CI Low=—1.037; CI High=-.008) as opposed to low (=1 SD below the mean; conditional indirect
effect=—.23, 95% CI Low =—.616; CI High=.002) levels of attachment anxiety. Thus, our findings
support Hypothesis 7c, but Hypothesis 7a,b,d do not receive support.

DISCUSSION

Recent theorizing highlighted that the LMX field needs to adopt a dynamic temporal lens, focus on
the role of positive and negative emotions, and take a closer look at interaction episodes (Cropanzano
etal., 2017; Hofmans et al., 2019; Silard & Dasborough, 2021). Integrating AET with dyadic entrainment
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models, we delineate an emotional entrainment process proposing that the trajectories of followers' felt
emotions (joy, calmness, fear, sadness) oscillate in line with the trajectories of observed leader emotional
expressions over the course of the day, thereby effectively colouring their evaluation of their interaction
quality at the end of the day. However, only trajectories of followers' felt high-activated emotions (i.c.,
joy, fear) predicted perceived interaction quality with their leader, whereas trajectories of low-activated
emotions (i.e., calmness, sadness) did not. Drawing from AET and attachment theory, we additionally
identify followers' attachment style as a boundary condition that modulates the effect of emotional en-
trainment on followers' perceived interaction quality.

Theoretical implications

Our findings offer a number of implications for emotions and LMX theory. First, our research responds
to calls for a more episodic view of emotional exchanges as they occur in leader—follower relationships
(Cropanzano et al., 2017; Hofmans et al., 2019). We extend prior work that focused on the static benefits
of affect, including alignment in global affective tone (Gooty et al., 2019) as well as research on the
relational consequences of between-day or between-week variability in leader and follower emotions
(Bartels et al., 2022; Dimotakis et al., 2023). Although these studies have advanced our understanding
of the role of affect for leader—follower relationships, their overly static temporal perspective did not
allow for (a) capturing leader and follower emotions closer to when they occur in real-life interactions
and (b) tracking the within-day evolution of emotional exchanges over multiple leader—follower inter-
actions. Emotional entrainment explains the formation of a daily empathic bond between leaders and
followers, which in our view represents the bedrock of high-quality relationships.

Our differential findings for high- and low-activated emotions also indicate that scholars studying
leader—follower relationship quality as influenced by affective events are well-advised to refrain from aggre-
gating several emotions with different activation levels to an overall measurement of positive or negative
affect. Instead, the results of our work can be interpreted in line with a signal-strength perspective on emo-
tions (Adam & Brett, 2018). Accordingly, the higher the activation level of an expressed emotion, the stron-
ger the effect on the outcome. Our results provide initial support for this idea and show that the entrainment
of high-activated emotions, such as joy or fear, has greater signal strength, which can explain its influence
on follower perceptions of interaction quality compared to calmness or sadness as low-activated emotions.

Beyond our work on emotional entrainment facilitated by leaders consistently displaying the same
emotion, there may also be value in examining the relational consequences of complex or inconsistent
leader emotional displays (i.e., the alternation between two or more emotional expressions; Stollberger,
Guillaume, et al., 2023). Such leader emotional inconsistency could foster emotionally ambivalent en-
trainment over time that may have detrimental consequences for relationship quality (Zhang et al., 2022).
Conversely, often-alternating leader emotional displays may be too inconsistent for followers to emo-
tionally synchronize to and thus may not lead to emotional entrainment. Testing these ideas as part of
future research on emotional entrainment holds the promise to elucidate the impact of more complex
leader emotional displays on followers' relational perceptions.

Second, by focusing on followers' perceived interaction quality with their leader as a short-term
marker of relationship quality, we embraced seminal theorizing that has long suggested that LMX de-
velopment is the result of repeated episodes of social interaction between leader and follower (Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995; He et al., 2017). In doing so, our approach to use an experience sampling design to
empirically retrace the steps of early LMX theorizing has the potential to refine the way LMX is stud-
ied moving forward (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014). Our findings show that the emotional entrainment
of high-activated emotions, such as joy or fear, impacts follower perceptions of interaction quality.
Accordingly, the activation level of leader and follower emotions combined with repeated interactions
over time is key to produce a lasting relational impact.

Third, we add to AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and dyadic entrainment models (Ancona
et al., 2001; Cropanzano et al.,, 2017) by examining attachment styles as a boundary condition that
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modulates the leader—follower emotional entrainment process with differential consequences for per-
ceived interaction quality. Although prior work on affect and LMX highlighted how leader and follower
emotions impact relationship quality (Bartels et al., 2022; Gooty et al., 2019), examining when this is
more or less likely received little research attention. We introduce follower attachment as a relational dis-
position that colours followers' perceptions of leader emotional expressions over time, thereby impact-
ing the relational consequences of emotional entrainment. We extend AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996)
and dyadic entrainment models (Cropanzano et al., 2017) by demonstrating that relationship-specific
factors, such as attachment styles, can influence the emotional entrainment process.

Because LMX represents a relational approach to leadership, we believe future research would bene-
fit from drawing more from work on close relationships and the work—family literature to further refine
LMX theorizing (see Thomas et al., 2013 for a similar reasoning). Specifically, we know that emotions
experienced at work can spill over to the family domain (Song et al., 2008), and that leader's positive
experiences at home predict positive leader behaviours at work (Lin et al., 2021). Recent research also
shows that relational factors, such as having a compassionately loving partner at home, can facilitate
positive experiences that motivate greater engagement and creativity at work (Stollberger et al., 2022).
Hence, in addition to focusing on more stable attachment styles, a positive and loving family environ-
ment of leaders or followers may also more proximally influence their emotional entrainment at work
and subsequent interaction quality. Leveraging relationship science to inform LMX theory may there-
fore be one of the most exciting pathways for future work on what impacts the development of high-
quality leader—follower relationships in organizations.

Practical implications

Our findings point to the importance of leader emotional expression as affective events that have the
power to shape their interaction quality with followers each and every day. As such, our findings con-
vey an empowering message to leaders: The relationship with their followers is not “set in stone” but
instead changes on a daily level and is strongly impacted by the leaders' own high-activated emotional
expressions. To improve their interaction quality, leaders should not solely adapt their nonverbal and
emotional leadership but also ensure that such displays are perceived as authentic. In fact, faking emo-
tions has been shown to hurt leader—follower relationship quality (Glase & Einarsen, 2008). Therefore,
we recommend selecting leaders who are adept at regulating their own emotions as well as train leaders
in this skill so that they can (a) authentically display positive emotions and (b) act as “emotion shields”
for their followers (Silard & Dasborough, 2021, p. 1198), that is, by actively avoiding situations involving
high-activated negative emotions to avert a negative relational impact.

Furthermore, given that it is often challenging to explicitly focus recruitment and selection of em-
ployees based on whether they have a secure attachment style (Manning, 2003), leaders can work on
how they interact with insecurely attached employees. Specifically, leaders could be supported to rec-
ognize individuals with an anxious or avoidant attachment style and adapt their behaviour to promote
the effectiveness of leader—follower interactions. For example, anxiously attached followers could be
supported by building a trusting relationship over time and taking particular care not to induce anxious
and fearful reactions. Likewise, given that avoidantly attached followers have more subdued emotional
reactions to leader positive emotional expressions, leaders may want to display positive emotions, such
as joy or enthusiasm, with greater expressive intensity to create a lasting positive impression during
leader—follower interactions (Stollberger, Shemla, et al., 2023).

Limitations

Our study is not without limitations. First, we focused on followers' perception of leader emo-
tional expression and did not complement this with leaders' self-ratings. We made this design choice
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because prior work shows suggests that leaders tend to more freely express their emotions, whereas
followers tend to adapt their emotions to the context (van Kleef & Lange, 2020). As such, it is fol-
lowers' perception of leader emotional expressions that is behaviourally important and relevant for
the emotional entrainment process. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to explore how leadet's
actual emotional expressions correspond to followers' perceptions thereof to understand the extent
to which emotional entrainment can be instrumentally practiced to change one's relationship qual-
ity (Hansbrough et al., 2015). In a similar vein, although we focused on leader-initiated emotional
entrainment in line with relevant theory (e.g., Cropanzano et al., 2017), a bi-directional process may
also be theoretically plausible whereby followers' emotional expression trajectories influence the
trajectories of leaders' emotional reactions over time. Future research may uncover whether and
how bi-directional or solely follower-initiated emotional entrainment impacts interaction quality.
Furthermore, our work focused on the entrainment of incidental (i.e., emotions that lack a situ-
ational target or are ambiguous) as opposed to integral emotions (i.e., emotions targeted at a person
or directly related to the situation in which they are expressed; van Kleef et al., 2010). From a theory-
building perspective, focusing on incidental emotions is preferable as it allows for the exploration of
emotional entrainment independent of any contextual variations (e.g., leader verbal communication
or the situational context) that may confound its effects (see Stollberger, Guillaume, et al., 2023 for
a similar argument). Yet, we encourage future researchers to build on our work by integrating con-
textual layers to see how they impact emotional entrainment.

Second, although we established the utility of adult attachment as a theoretically derived moderator
of leader—follower entrainment of calmness, joy, sadness and fear, it may be fruitful to explore whether
alternative predispositions, such as regulatory focus, moderate the entrainment of other emotions, such
as enthusiasm (i.e., promotion focus) or agitation (i.e., prevention focus; Venus et al., 2013), given their
unique influence on these emotions.

Third, despite our deliberate temporal sequencing of surveys, given the correlational nature of our
study design, some causal ambiguity remains. Future research may therefore want to complement our
approach with a field intervention from which clearer causal claims can be derived. For example, schol-
ars could design a within-person positive affect intervention in which they ask the leader on some
days to deliberately display certain emotions, whereas on others remain as neutral as possible in their
nonverbal style during leader—follower interactions (see Schweitzer et al., 2023 for a similar short-term
emotions intervention).

Fourth, we focused on followers who have already worked with their leader for a longer time period
(i.e., established dyads). But, prior research suggested that a followet's perceived relationship with their
leader becomes more stable for those who have worked together for a considerable period of time (Ellis
et al.,, 2019). While our focus on mature dyads thus offers a more conservative test of our propositions,
it would be worthwhile studying whether the entrainment patterns we detected differ between more and
less mature leader—follower dyads.

CONCLUSION

We shifted LMX and affect research from a focus on global emotional tone or affective states to a more
fine-grained emotional entrainment perspective. Our work highlights the importance of considering
leader and follower emotions as an episodic process determining follower perceptions of interaction
quality with their leader. We hope that this study inspires a microdynamic way of thinking about leader—
follower relationships in organizations.
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