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Abstract

Most research on the effect of leadership behavior on employees’ well-being and organiza-

tional outcomes is based on leadership frameworks that are not rooted in sound psychologi-

cal theories of motivation and are limited to either an individual or organizational levels of

analysis. The current paper investigates whether individual and team resources explain the

impact of engaging leadership on work engagement and team effectiveness, respectively.

Data were collected at two time points on N = 1,048 employees nested within 90 work

teams. The Multilevel Structural Equation Modeling results revealed that personal resources

(i.e., optimism, resiliency, self-efficacy, and flexibility) partially mediated the impact of T1

individual perceptions of engaging leadership on T2 work engagement. Furthermore, joint

perceptions of engaging leadership among team members at T1 resulted in greater team

effectiveness at T2. This association was fully mediated by team resources (i.e., perfor-

mance feedback, trust in management, communication, and participation in decision-mak-

ing). Moreover, team resources had a significant cross-level effect on individual levels of

engagement. In practical terms, training and supporting leaders who inspire, strengthen,

and connect their subordinates could significantly improve employees’ motivation and

involvement and enable teams to pursue their common goals successfully.

Introduction

Multiple studies suggest that work engagement, which is defined as a positive, work-related

state of mind characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption [1], is related to extremely

positive outcomes, particularly in terms of employees’ well-being and job performance (for a

narrative overview see [2]; for a meta-analysis see [3]).

Therefore, when work engagement is arguably beneficial for employees and organizations

alike, the million-dollar question (quite literally, by the way) is: how can work engagement be

PLOS ONE

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269433 June 29, 2022 1 / 25

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

OPEN ACCESS

Citation: Mazzetti G, Schaufeli WB (2022) The

impact of engaging leadership on employee

engagement and team effectiveness: A

longitudinal, multi-level study on the mediating role

of personal- and team resources. PLoS ONE 17(6):

e0269433. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.

pone.0269433

Editor: Ender Senel, Mugla Sitki Kocman

University: Mugla Sitki Kocman Universitesi,

TURKEY

Received: December 29, 2021

Accepted: May 23, 2022

Published: June 29, 2022

Copyright: © 2022 Mazzetti, Schaufeli. This is an

open access article distributed under the terms of

the Creative Commons Attribution License, which

permits unrestricted use, distribution, and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original

author and source are credited.

Data Availability Statement: The data that support

the findings of this study are available on Open

Science Framework (OSF) website at the following

link: https://osf.io/yfwgt/?view_only=

c838730fd7694a0ba32882c666e9f973. DOI:

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/YFWGT.

Funding: The authors received no specific funding

for this work.



increased? Schaufeli [4] has argued that operational leadership is critical for enhancing follow-

er’s work engagement. Based on the logic of the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model [5], he

reasoned that team leaders may (or may not) monitor, manage, and allocate job demands and

resources to increase their follower’s levels of work engagement. In doing so, team leaders

boost the motivational process that is postulated in the JD-R model. This process assumes that

job resources and challenging job demands are inherently motivating and will lead to a posi-

tive, affective-motivational state of fulfillment in employees known as work engagement.

The current study focuses on a specific leadership style, dubbed engaging leadership and

rooted in Self-Determination Theory (SDT) [6]. Engaging leaders inspire, strengthen, and

connect their followers, thereby satisfying their basic psychological needs of autonomy, com-

petence, and relatedness, respectively. In line with the motivational process of the JD-R model,

cross-sectional evidence suggests that engaging leaders increase job resources [7] and personal

resources [8], which, in their turn, are positively associated with work engagement. So far, the

evidence for this mediation is exclusively based on cross-sectional studies. Hence, the first

objective of our paper is to confirm the mediation effect of resources using a longitudinal

design.

Scholars have emphasized that “the study of leadership is inherently multilevel in nature”

(p. 4) [9]. This statement implies that, in addition to the individual level, the team level of anal-

ysis should also be included when investigating the impact of engaging leadership.

The current study makes two notable contributions to the literature. First, it investigates the

impact, over time, of a novel, specific leadership style (i.e., engaging leadership) on team- and

individual outcomes (i.e., team effectiveness and work engagement). Second, it investigates the

mediating role of team resources and personal resources in an attempt to explain the impact of

leadership on these outcomes. The research model, which is described in greater detail below,

is displayed in Fig 1.

Leadership and work engagement

Leadership is defined as the way in which particular individuals–leaders–purposefully influ-

ence other individuals–their followers–to obtain defined outcomes [10].

A systematic narrative review identified twenty articles on leadership and work engagement

[11] and showed that work engagement is positively associated with various person-centered

leadership styles. The most pervasively used framework was transformational leadership,

whereas authentic, ethical, and charismatic leadership was used much less. The authors con-

clude that "most of the reviewed studies were consistent in arguing that leadership is signifi-

cantly correlated with and is affecting employee’s work engagement directly or via mediation”

(p. 18) [11]. Moreover, they also conclude that research findings and inferences on leadership

and engagement remain narrowly focused and inconclusive due to the lack of longitudinal

designs addressing this issue. A recent meta-analysis [12] identified 69 studies and found sub-

stantial positive relationships of work engagement with ethical (k = 9; ρ = .58), transforma-

tional (k = 36; ρ = .46) and servant leadership (k = 3; ρ = .43), and somewhat less strong

associations with authentic (k = 17; ρ = .38) and empowering leadership (k = 4; ρ = .35).

Besides, job resources (e.g., job autonomy, social support), organizational resources (e.g., orga-

nizational identification, trust), and personal resources (self-efficacy, creativity) mediated the

effect of leadership on work engagement. Although transformational leadership is arguably the

most popular leadership concept of the last decades [13], the validity of its conceptual defini-

tion has been heavily criticized, even to the extent that some authors suggest getting “back to

the drawing board” [14]. It should be noted that three main criticisms are voiced: (1) the theo-

retical definition of the transformational leadership dimensions is meager (i.e., how are the
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four dimensions selected and how do they combine?); (2) no causal model is specified (i.e.,

how is each dimension related to mediating processes and outcomes?); (3) the most frequently

used measurement tools are invalid (i.e., they fail to reproduce the dimensional structure and

do not show empirical distinctiveness from other leadership concepts). Hence, it could be

argued that the transformational leadership framework is not very well suited for exploring the

impact of leadership on work engagement.

Schaufeli [7] introduced the concept of engaging leadership, which is firmly rooted in Self-

Determination Theory. According to Deci and Ryan [6], three innate psychological needs are

essential ‘nutrients’ for individuals to function optimally, also at the workplace: the needs for

autonomy (i.e., feeling in control), competence (i.e., feeling effective), and relatedness (i.e., feel-

ing loved and cared for). Moreover, SDT posits that employees are likely to be engaged (i.e.,

internalize their tasks and show high degrees of energy, concentration, and persistence) to the

Fig 1. The hypothesized multilevel model of engaging leadership.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269433.g001
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degree that their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisfied [15]. This is in

line with Bormann and Rowold [16]. Based on a systematic review on construct proliferation

in leadership research, these authors recommended that leadership concepts should use SDT

because this motivational theory allows a more parsimonious description of the mechanisms

underlying leadership behaviors. These authors posited that the core of "narrow" leadership

constructs "bases on a single pillar" (p. 163), and therefore predict narrow outcomes. In con-

trast to broad leadership constructs, the concept of engaging leadership is narrow because it

focuses on leadership behaviors to explicitly promote work engagement.

Schaufeli [7] reasoned that leaders, who are instrumental in satisfying their followers’ basic

needs, are likely to increase their engagement levels. More specifically, engaging leaders are

supposed to: (1) inspire (e.g., by enthusing their followers for their vision and plans, and by

making them feel that they contribute to something important); (2) strengthen (e.g., by grant-

ing their followers freedom and responsibility, and by delegating tasks); and (3) connect (e.g.,

by encouraging collaboration and by promoting a high team spirit among their followers).

Hence, by inspiring, strengthening, and connecting their followers, leaders stimulate the fulfill-

ment of their follower’s basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness,

respectively, which, in turn, will foster work engagement.

The underlying mechanisms of the relationship between engaging leadership and work

engagement are a major focus of research, as the construct of engaging leadership was built

upon the identification of the leadership behaviors that are capable of stimulating positive out-

comes by satisfying needs. The literature on engaging leadership provides empirical evidence

for its indirect impact on followers’ engagement by fulfilling followers’ basic needs. This find-

ing is consistent across occupational sectors and cultural contexts [17–19]. Further, the obser-

vation of a partial mediation effect for need satisfaction suggests the presence of a direct

relationship between engaging leadership and engagement [20,21]. In their behaviors, engag-

ing leaders are likely to improve their job characteristics to the point of stimulating greater

engagement among their employees. This assumption has been corroborated by a recent longi-

tudinal study that delved deeper into the association between engaging leadership and needs

satisfaction [22]. That study found that the relationship between engaging leadership and basic

needs satisfaction is mediated by enhanced levels of job resources (among them were

improved feedback and skill use and better person-job fit). The fulfilment of those needs, in

turn, resulted in higher levels of work engagement. Therefore, perceived job resources seem to

play a crucial role in the causal relationship between engaging leadership and basic needs satis-

faction. This evidence found support in a later two-wave full panel design with a 1-year time

lag, where engaging leadership promoted employees’ perception of autonomy and social sup-

port from colleagues [23]. In addition, a recent study by Van Tuin and colleagues [24] revealed

that engaging leadership is associated with increased perceptions of intrinsic organizational

values (e.g., providing a contribution to organizational and personal development) and satis-

faction of the need for autonomy which, in turn, may boost employees’ level of engagement.

A recent study investigated the ways in which engaging leadership could boost the effects of

human resource (HR) practices for promoting employees’ psychological, physical, and social

well-being over time [25]. Teams led by an engaging leader reported higher levels of happiness

at work and trust in leadership, combined with lower levels of burnout than their colleagues

who were led by poorly engaging leaders. Happiness and trust played a key role in improving

team member performance. These findings indicate that engaged leaders provide a thoughtful

implementation of HR practices focused on promoting employee well-being, being constantly

driven by their employees’ flourishing.

Another line of studies may reveal the causality between engaging leadership and work-

related outcomes. A multilevel longitudinal study provided cross-level and team-level effects
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of engaging leadership [26]. Engaging leadership at T1 explained team learning, innovation,

and individual performance through increased teamwork engagement at T2. Interventions tar-

geting engaging leadership created positive work outcomes for leaders (e.g., autonomy satisfac-

tion and intrinsic motivation) and decreased employee absenteeism [27]. However, cross-

lagged longitudinal analyses indicate that employees’ current level of work engagement pre-

dicts their leaders’ level of engaging leadership rather than the other way around [23]. These

findings imply that the relationship between engaging leadership and work engagement can-

not be narrowed to a simple unidirectional causal relationship but rather exhibits a dynamic

nature, where engaging leadership and work engagement mutually influence each other. The

dynamic nature of engaging leadership has also been investigated through a diary study. The

results suggest that employees enacted job crafting strategies more frequently on days when

leaders were more successful in satisfying their need for connectivity [28]. Hence, leaders who

satisfy the need for connectedness among their followers will not only encourage higher levels

of engagement among their followers but also an increased ability to proactively adapt tasks to

their interests and preferences.

Since transformational leadership is currently the most frequently studied leadership style,

a summary of the similarities and differences in the proposed new conceptualization of leader-

ship proposed (i.e., engaging leadership) must be provided.

A key difference between transformational and engaging leadership originates from their

foundation. Whereas transformational leadership is primarily a change-oriented style, engag-

ing leadership encourages employees’ well-being through the promotion of supportive rela-

tionships and is defined as a relationship-oriented leadership style [29].

Further similarities entail the combination of behaviors meant to foster employees’ well-

being and growth. Transformational leaders act as role models admired and emulated by fol-

lowers (idealized influence), encourage a reconsideration of prevailing assumptions and work

practices to promote stronger innovation (intellectual stimulation), identify and build on the

unique characteristics and strengths of each follower (individualized consideration), and pro-

vides a stimulating view of the future and meaning of their work (inspirational motivation)

[30]. A considerable resemblance involves the dimensions of inspirational motivation and

inspiring, which are, respectively, included in transformational and engaging leadership. They

both entail recognizing the leader as a guiding light to a specific mission and vision, where

individual inputs are credited as essential ingredients in achieving the shared goal. Thus, they

both fulfill the individual need for meaningfulness. In a similar vein, transformational and

engaged leaders are both committed to promote followers’ growth in terms of innovation and

creativity. In other words, the intellectual stimulation offered by transformational leadership

and the strengthening component of engaging leadership are both aimed at meeting the need

for competence among followers.

Alternatively, it is also possible to detect decisive differences between the dimensions

underlying these leadership styles. Transformational leadership entails the provision of per-

sonal mentorship (i.e., individualized consideration), while engaging leadership is primarily

focused on enhancing the interdependence and cohesion among team members (i.e., team

consideration). Furthermore, engaging leadership disregards the notion of idealized influence

covered by transformational leadership: an engaging leader is not merely identified as a model

whose behavior is admired and mirrored, but rather proactively meets followers’ need for

autonomy through the allocation of tasks and responsibilities.

Empirical results lent further support to the distinctiveness between transformational and

engaging leadership. The analysis of the factor structure of both constructs revealed that mea-

sures of engaging and transformational leadership load on separate dimensions instead of

being explained by a single latent factor [31]. More recently, additional research findings
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pointed out that engaging and transformational leadership independently account for compa-

rable portions of variance in work engagement [32]. However, this does not alter the fact that a

certain overlap exists between both leadership concepts; thus, it is not surprising that a consis-

tent, positive relationship is found between transformational leadership and work engagement

[11].

In sum: a positive link appears to exist between person-centered leadership styles and work

engagement. Moreover, this relationship seems to be mediated by (job and personal)

resources. However, virtually all studies used cross-sectional designs, and the causal direction

remains unclear. We followed the call to go back to the drawing board by choosing an alterna-

tive, deductive approach by introducing the theory-grounded concept of engaging leadership

and investigate its impact on individual and team outcomes (see Fig 1).

Engaging leadership, personal resources, and employee engagement

(individual level)

Serrano and Reichard [33], who posit that leaders may pursue four pathways to increase their

follower’s work engagement: (1) design meaningful and motivating work; (2) support and

coach their employees; (3) facilitate rewarding and supportive coworker relations, and (4)

enhancing personal resources. In the present study, we focus on the fourth pathway. Accord-

ingly, a cross-sectional study using structural equation modeling [8] showed that psychological

capital (i.e., self-efficacy, optimism, resiliency, and flexibility) fully mediated the relationship

between perceived engaging leadership and follower’s work engagement. Consistent with find-

ings on job resources, this study indicated that personal resources also mediate the relationship

between engaging leadership and work engagement. In a nutshel, when employees feel autono-

mous, competent, and connected to their colleagues, their own personal resources benefit, and

this fuels their level of engagement.

In the current study, we use the same conceptualization of psychological capital (PsyCap)

as Schaufeli [7,8], which slightly differs from the original concept. Originally, PsyCap was

defined as a higher-order construct that is based on the shared commonalities of four first-

order personal resources: “(1) having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the neces-

sary effort to succeed at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about

succeeding now and in the future; (3) persevering toward goals and, when necessary, redirect-

ing paths to goals (hope) to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining

and bouncing back and even beyond (resiliency) to attain success” (p. 10) [34]. Instead of

hope, flexibility is included; that is, the capability of employees to adapt to new, different, and

changing requirements at work. Previous research showed a high correlation (r> .70) between

hope and optimism, thus increasing the risk of multicollinearity [35]. This strong relationship

points at conceptual overlap: hope is defined as the perception that goals can be set and

achieved, whereas optimism is the belief that one will experience good outcomes. Hence, trust

in achieving goals (hope) implies optimism. Additionally, hope includes "when necessary, redi-

recting paths to goals", which refers to flexibility. Finally, in organizational practice, the flexi-

bility of employees is considered an essential resource because organizations are continuously

changing, which requires permanent adaption and hence employee flexibility. In short, there

are psychometric, conceptual, and pragmatic arguments for replacing hope by flexibility.

According to Luthans and colleagues [36], PsyCap is a state-like resource representing an

employee’s motivational propensity and perseverance towards goals. PsyCap is malleable and

open to development, thus it can be enhanced through positive leadership [37]. Indeed, it was

found that transformational leadership enhances PsyCap, which, in turn, increases in-role
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performance and organizational citizenship behavior [38]. In a similar vein, PsyCap mediates

the relationships between authentic leadership and employee’s creative behavior [39].

We argue that engaging leadership may promote PsyCap as well. After all, by inspiring fol-

lowers with a clear, powerful and compelling vision, engaging leaders: (1) create the belief in

their ability to perform tasks that tie in with that vision successfully, thereby fostering follow-

er’s self-efficacy; (2) generate a positive appraisal of the future, thereby fostering follower’s opti-
mism; (3) trigger the ability to bounce back from adversity because a favorable future is within

reach, thereby fostering follower’s resiliency; (4) set goals and induce the belief that these can

be achieved, if necessary by redirecting paths to those goals, thereby fostering follower’s flexi-
bility [38].

Furthermore, engaging leaders strengthen their followers and unleash their potential by set-

ting challenging goals. This helps to build followers’ confidence in task-specific skills, thereby

increasing their self-efficacy levels, mainly via mastery experiences that occur after challenging

goals have been achieved [40]. Setting high-performance expectations also elevates follower’s

sense of self-worth, thereby leading to a positive appraisal of their current and future circum-

stances (i.e., optimism). Moreover, a strengthening leader acts as a powerful contextual

resource that augments followers’ self-confidence and, hence, increases their ability to bounce

back from adversity (i.e., resiliency) and adapt to changing requirements at work (i.e.,

flexibility).
Finally, by connecting their followers, engaging leaders promote good interpersonal relation-

ships and build a supportive team climate characterized by collaboration and psychological

safety. Connecting leaders also foster commitment to team goals by inducing a sense of purpose,

which energizes team members to contribute toward the same, shared goal. This means that in

tightly knit, supportive and collaborative teams, followers: (1) experience positive emotions

when team goals are met, which, in turn, fosters their level of self-efficacy [40]; (2) feel valued and

acknowledged by others, which increases their self-worth and promotes a positive and optimistic
outlook; (3) can draw upon their colleagues for help and support, which enables to face problems

and adversities with resiliency; (4) can use the abilities, skills, and knowledge of their teammates

to adapt to changing job and team requirements (i.e., flexibility).
In sum, when perceived as such by followers, engaging leadership acts as a sturdy contex-

tual condition that enhances their PsyCap. We continue to argue that, in its turn, high levels of

PsyCap are predictive for work engagement; or in other words, PsyCap mediates the relation-

ship between engaging leadership and work engagement.

How to explain the relationship between PsyCap and work engagement? Sweetman and

Luthans [41] presented a conceptual model, which relates PsyCap to work engagement

through positive emotions. They argue that all four elements of PsyCap may have a direct and

state-like relationship with each of the three dimensions of work engagement (vigor, dedica-

tion, and absorption). Furthermore, an upward spiral of PsyCap and work engagement may be

a source of positive emotion and subsequently broaden an employee’s growth mindset, leading

to higher energy and engagement [42,43]. In short, PsyCap prompts and maintains a motiva-

tional process that leads to higher work engagement and may ultimately result in positive out-

comes, such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment [44].

Psychological capital is a valuable resource to individuals [45] that fosters work engage-

ment, as demonstrated in past research [46]. Hence, following the reasoning above, we formu-

late the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Psychological capital (self-efficacy, optimism, resiliency, and flexibility) mediates
the relationship between T1 employee’s perceptions of engaging leadership and T2 work
engagement.
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Engaging leadership, team resources, and work team effectiveness (team

level)

So far, we focused on individual-level mediation, but an equivalent mediation process is

expected at the aggregated team level as well. We assume that leaders display a comparable

leadership style toward the entire team, resulting in a similar relationship with each of the

team members. This model of leader-follower interactions is known as the average leadership

style (ALS) [47]. This means that homogeneous leader-follower interactions exist within
teams, but relationships of leaders with followers may differ between teams. The relationships

between leadership and team effectiveness might be based on an analogous, team-based ALS-

approach as well [48]. Following this lead, we posit that team members share their perceptions

of engaging leadership, while this shared perception differs across teams. Moreover, we assume

that these shared perceptions are positively related to team effectiveness.

An essential role for leaders is to build team resources, which motivate team members and

enable them to perform. Indeed, the influence of leader behaviors on team mediators and out-

comes has been extensively documented [49,50].

Most studies use the heuristic input-process-output (IPO) framework [51] to explain the

relationship between leadership (input) and team effectiveness (output), whereby the interme-

diate processes describe how team inputs are transformed into outputs. It is widely acknowl-

edged that two types of team processes play a significant role: “taskwork” (i.e., functions that

team members must perform to achieve the team’s task) and “teamwork” (i.e., the interaction

between team members, necessary to achieve the team’s task). Taskwork is encouraged by

task-oriented leadership behaviors that focus on task accomplishment. In contrast, teamwork

is encouraged by person-oriented leadership behaviors that focus on developing team mem-

bers and promoting interactions between them [49]. The current paper focuses on teamwork

and person-oriented (i.e., engaging) leadership.

Collectively, team resources such as performance feedback, trust in management, commu-

nication between team members, and participation in decision-making constitute a supportive

team climate that is conducive for employee growth and development, and hence fosters team

effectiveness, as well as individual work engagement. This also meshes with Serrano and Reich-

ard [33], who argue that for employees to flourish, leaders should design meaningful and moti-

vating work (e.g., through feedback and participation in decision making) and facilitate

rewarding and supportive coworker relations (e.g., through communication and trust in

management).

To date, engaging leadership has not been studied at the team level and concerning team

resources and team effectiveness. How should the association between engaging leadership

and team resources be conceived? By strengthening, engaging leaders provide their team

members with performance feedback; by inspiring, they grant their team members participate

in decision making; and by connecting, they foster communication between team members

and install trust. Please note that team resources refer to shared, individual perceptions of

team members, which are indicated by within-team consensus. Therefore, taken as a whole,

the team-level resources that are included in the present study constitute a supportive team cli-

mate that is characterized by receiving feedback, trust in management, communication

amongst team members, and participating in decision-making. We have seen above that

engaging leaders foster team resources, but how are these resources, in their turn, related to

team effectiveness?

The multi-goal, multi-level model of feedback effects of DeShon and colleagues [52] posits

that individual and team regulatory processes govern the allocation of effort invested in achiev-

ing individual and team goals, resulting in individual and team effectiveness. We posit that the
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shared experience of receiving the team leader’s feedback prompts team members to invest

efforts in achieving team tasks, presumably through team regulatory processes, as postulated

in the multi-goal, multi-level model.

Trust has been defined as: “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of

another party based on the expectation that the other party will perform a particular action to

the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party” (p. 712) [53].

Using a multilevel mediation model, Braun and colleagues [54] showed that trust mediates the

relationship between transformational leadership and performance at the team level. They rea-

soned that transformational leaders take into account a team member’s needs, goals, and inter-

ests, making them more willing to be vulnerable to their supervisor. This would apply even

more for engaging leaders, which is defined in terms of satisfying basic follower’s needs. It is

plausible that a team’s shared trust in its leader enhances the trust of team members in each

other. That means that team members interact and communicate trustfully and rely on each

other’s abilities, which, in turn, is conducive for team effectiveness [55].

Communication is a crucial element of effective teamwork [56]. Team members must

exchange information to ascertain other members’ competence and intentions, and they must

engage in communication to develop a strategy and plan their work. Several studies have

shown that effectively gathering and exchanging information is essential for team effectiveness

[57,58]. Furthermore, participation in decision-making is defined as joint decision-making

[59] and involves sharing influence between team leaders and team members. By participating

in decision-making, team members create work situations that are more favorable to their

effectiveness. Team members utilize participating in decision-making for achieving what they

desire for themselves and their team. Generally speaking, shared mental models are defined as

organized knowledge structures that allow employees to interact successfully with their envi-

ronment, and therefore lead to superior team performance [60]. That is, team members with a

shared mental model about decision-making are ‘in sync’ and will easily coordinate their

actions, whereas the absence of a shared mental model will result in process loss and ineffective

team processes.

Taken together and based on the previous reasoning, we formulate the second hypothesis

as follows:

Hypothesis 2: Team resources (performance feedback, trust in management, team communica-
tion, and participation in decision-making) mediate the relationship between T1 team mem-
ber’s shared perceptions of engaging leadership and T2 team effectiveness.

Engaging leadership, team resources, and work engagement (cross-level)

Engaging leaders build team resources (see above). Or put differently, the team member’s

shared perceptions of engaging leadership are positively related to team resources. Besides, we

also assume that these team resources positively impact work engagement at the individual

level. A plethora of research has shown that various job resources are positively related to work

engagement, including feedback, trust, communication, and participation in decision- making

(for a narrative overview see [61]; for a meta-analysis see [62,63]). Most research that found

this positive relationship between job resources and work engagement used the Job-Demands

Resources model [5] that assumes that job resources are inherently motivating because they

enhance personal growth and development and are instrumental in achieving work goals. Typ-

ically, these resources are assessed as perceived by the individual employee. Yet, as we have

seen above, perceptions of resources might also be shared amongst team members. It is plausi-

ble that these shared resources, which collectively constitute a supportive, collaborative team
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climate, positively impact employee’s individual work engagement. Teams that receive feed-

back, have trust in management, whose members amply interact and communicate, and par-

ticipate in decision-making are likely to produce work engagement. This reasoning agrees

with Schaufeli [64], who showed that organizational growth climate is positively associated

with work engagement, also after controlling for personality. When employee growth is

deemed relevant by the organization this is likely to translate, via engaging leaders, into a sup-

portive team environment, which provides feedback, trust, communication, and participative

decision-making. Hence, we formulate:

Hypothesis 3: Team resources (performance feedback, trust in management, team communica-
tion, and participation in decision-making) mediate the relationship between team shared
perceptions of engaging leadership at T1 and individual team member’s work engagement at
T2.

Method

Sample and procedure

In collaboration with the HR department, data were collected among all employees of a busi-

ness unit of a large Dutch public service agency. This agency is responsible for the administra-

tion of unemployment benefits and work incapacitation claims, as well as for the rehabilitation

and return to work of unemployed and incapacitated employees. A one-year time-lagged

design was applied to minimize the likelihood of common method variance effects and to

explore causal relationships among the study variables [65]. The questionnaire included a

cover letter reporting the aims and contents of the study. The letter also stated that participa-

tion in the study was completely voluntary, and that one can withdraw from the study at any

time without having to give explanations and without this involving any disadvantage or preju-

dice. Participants’ consent was concluded by conduct, through ticking the consent

checkbox as a prerequisite to access the questionnaire. This research was conducted in 2015,

thus before the publication of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and complied

with the latest version of the Declaration of Helsinki. Thus, ethics approval was not compul-

sory, as per applicable institutional and national Dutch guidelines. Additionally, the current

study did not involve any treatment, medical diagnostics, or procedures generating psycholog-

ical or social discomfort among participants.

In the first survey at Time 1 (N = 2,304; response rate 63%), employees were asked about

their socio-demographic background, engaging leadership, team resources (i.e., performance

feedback, trust in management, communication, and participation in decision-making), team

effectiveness, personal resources (i.e., resiliency, optimism, and flexibility), and work engage-

ment. At Time 2 (N = 2,183; response rate 51%), participants filled out the same survey, which

included an additional self-efficacy scale. At both measurement points, participants received

an email from the HR department containing a link that allowed them to fill out the online

survey. This introductory email provided background information about the study’s general

aim and guaranteed that participants’ responses would be treated confidentiality. A sample of

N = 1,048 employees filled out the questionnaire twice, with an interval of one year between

T1 and T2.

The estimation of multilevel models with at least 50 teams of at least 5 members per group

is strongly recommended to avoid underestimating standard errors and variances for random

effects [66,67]. Therefore, participants being part of teams with less than 5 employees were

excluded from the analyses. Accordingly, the data of 1,048 participants, who completed both

questionnaires, could be linked and constitute the current study sample. Employees were
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nested within 90 work teams, with an average of 13.7 (SD = 5.72) employees per team. Slightly

more women (51.8%) as men were included (48.2%), the average age of the sample was 49.70

years (SD = 7.46), and the mean organization tenure was 12.02 years (SD = 9.56).

Measures

All measures described below were rated using five-point scales that either ranged from

strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), or from never (1) to always (5). The internal consis-

tencies (Cronbach’s α) of the measures are displayed on the diagonal of Table 2.

Engaging Leadership was measured using a scale developed by Schaufeli [64] including nine

items. This questionnaire contains three subscales of three items each: Inspiring, Strengthen-

ing, and Connecting. Sample items are: “My supervisor is able to enthuse others for his/her

plans” (inspiring); “My supervisor delegates tasks and responsibilities” (strengthening); and

“My supervisor encourages team members to cooperate” (connecting).

Individual-level measures. Optimism was measured with three items from the Optimism

scale of the PsyCap Questionnaire developed by Luthans and colleagues [36], which is aimed

at assessing employees’ expectations about future success at work because of a positive view of

their job. A sample item is: “I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job”.

Resiliency was assessed using three items from the Resiliency scale of the PsyCap Question-

naire [36]. These items refer to employees’ beliefs about their ability to recover from uncer-

tainty and failure and to react successfully to setbacks that can occur at work. A sample item is:

"I usually take stressful things at work in stride”.

Self-efficacy referred to the perceived capability to efficiently plan and implement courses of

action required to attain a specific work goal and was measured using three items from Maz-

zetti, Schaufeli, and Guglielmi [68]. A sample item is: "At work, I reach my goal even when

unexpected situations arise".

Flexibility refers to the individual ability to adapt to changes in the workplace and to modify

one’s schedules and plans to meet job requirements. It was assessed by using three items: "If

the job requires, I am willing to change my schedule”; “I do not have problems changing the

way I work” and “I adapt easily to changes at work”.

Work engagement was assessed using a three-item scale developed by Schaufeli and col-

leagues [69]. This ultra-short version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale has similar psy-

chometric properties as the nine-item version. A sample item is: "At my work, I feel bursting

with energy”.

Team-level measures. Performance feedback was assessed by the three-item scale from the

Questionnaire on the Experience and Evaluation of Work (QEEW) [70]. A sample item is:

“Do you get enough information about the result of your work?”.

Trust in Management of team members was assessed using two items from Schaufeli [7]: “I

trust the way my organization is managed”, and “I have confidence in my immediate supervi-

sor”. Following the recommendations from Eisinga and colleagues [71] we computed the

Spearman-Brown coefficient, since it represents the most appropriate reliability coefficient for

a two-item scale (rs = .43, p< .001).

Communication, meaning the perception of an efficient and prompt circulation of informa-

tion at the team level was measured using the three-item Communication scale taken from the

QEEW [70]. A sample item is: "I am sufficiently informed about the developments within my

team”.

Participation in decision-making was measured by a single item (i.e., “Can you participate

in decision making about work-related issues?”) from the QEEW [70].
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Team effectiveness. The team-level criterion variable was assessed with a three-item scale

[8]. A sample item is: “Do you cooperate effectively with others in your team?”.

Dropout. In order to check for systematic dropout, the social-demographic background,

as well as the scores on the study variables were compared of those employees in the panel who

filled out the questionnaire twice at T1 and T2 (N = 1,142) and those who dropped out and

filled out the questionnaire only once at T1 (N = 1,161). It appeared that compared to the

group who dropped out, the panel group was slightly younger (t(2301) = -2.21; p< .05) and had

less organizational tenure (t(2301) = -4.05; p< .001). No gender differences were observed

between both groups (χ2 = .88; n.s.). A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) that

included all study variables revealed a significant between-groups effect: F(12,2291) = 3.54, p<
.001. Subsequent univariate tests showed that compared to the dropouts, the panel group

scored higher on inspiring (F(1,2302) = 14.90, p< .001), strengthening (F(1,2302) = 9.39, p< .01),

and connecting leadership (F(1,2302) = 14.90, p< .05), as well as on optimism (F(1,2302) = 5.59, p
< .05), flexibility (F(1,2302) = 12.56, p< .001), work engagement (F(1,2302) = 9.16, p< .05), per-

formance feedback (F(1,2302) = 11.68, p< .01), and participation in decision making (F(1,2302) =

8.83, p< .05). No significant differences were found for resiliency, trust in management, com-

munication, and team effectiveness.

It seems that, taken together, the panel group is slightly younger and less tenured, and

scores more favorable than the dropouts on most study variables. However, the differences

between both groups are relatively small and vary between 0 and .13 on a 5-point scale. There-

fore, it is not likely that systematic dropout has influenced the results of the current study.

Control variables. At the individual level, we controlled for the potential confounding

effects of gender, age, and tenure by including these variables as covariates in our analyses.

More specifically, the impact of age was controlled for because previous research suggested

that older employees report higher levels of personal resources [72] and work engagement

[73]. Gender was also included as a control variable because previous research suggested that

compared to women, men score lower on work engagement [74] and higher on personal

resources, such as optimism and self-efficacy [75]. Finally, previous investigations also revealed

that job tenure may affect employees’ level and stability of work engagement, with tenured

employees reporting higher and more stable levels of work engagement compared to newcom-

ers [76]. Besides, Barbier and colleagues [77] suggested that job tenure might affect employees’

personal resources (i.e., self-esteem and optimism). Considering this empirical evidence, job

tenure was also included as a covariate in our model.

Data aggregation. Our research model includes the three dimensions of engaging leader-

ship (i.e., inspiring, strengthening, and connecting) three team resources (i.e., performance

feedback, trust in management, communication and participation in decision-making), and

one outcome (i.e., team effectiveness) at the team level of analysis. To check the reliability and

validity of aggregated scores at the team level, four indices were computed [78]: (1) ICC[1],

which indicates the proportion of variance in ratings due to team membership; (2) ICC[2], rep-

resenting the reliability of between-groups differences; (3) rwg(j), that measures the level of

agreement within work teams; (4) deff, that measures the effect of independence violations on

the estimation of standard errors through the formula 1+(average cluster size-1)�ICC [79].

Generally speaking, values greater than .05 for ICC[1] [80] and .40 for ICC[2] [81] an rwg(j)

higher than .70, and a deff-index exceeding 2 are considered a prerequisite for aggregating data

[78]. Moreover, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to explore whether

participants’ scores on the Level 2 constructs differed significantly among work teams. The

results of the aggregation tests are displayed in Table 1. Taken together, these results justify the

aggregation of the team-level variables.
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Strategy of analysis

To test our hypotheses, a multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) was tested using

the Mplus 7 statistical modeling software [82]. The application of this procedure allows the

inclusion of latent variables that take measurement errors into account and permits the simul-

taneous estimation of mediation effects at the individual and team levels; therefore, it is supe-

rior to stepwise approaches [83]. As suggested by Zhang and colleagues [84], predictors at the

Table 2. Means, standard deviation, and zero-order correlations among the variables.

r
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. T1 Gender .48 .50 —

2. T1 Age 49.7 7.96 .32��� —

3. T1 Organizational

tenure

12.02 9.56 .02 .37��� —

4. T1 Inspiring 3.48 .79 -.07� .00 -.03 (.89)

5. T1 Strengthening 3.91 .62 -.02 .01 -.03 .67��� (.80)

6. T1Connecting 3.61 .72 -.02 .00 -.02 .73��� .66��� (.86)

7. T2 Optimism 3.55 .76 .02 .05 .00 .19��� .21��� .20��� (.81)

8. T2 Resilience 3.95 .53 .06� .05 -.02 .10�� .15��� .12��� .47��� (.82)

9. T2 Self-efficacy 3.72 .65 .10�� .04 -.01 .12��� .17��� .14��� .50��� .51��� (.85)

10. T2 Flexibility 3.92 .59 .02 -.02 -.09�� .16��� .21��� .16��� .44��� .49��� .43��� (.81)

11. T2 Work engagement 3.4 .74 -.04 .09�� .00 .27��� .28��� .26��� .54��� .33��� .41��� .38��� (.75)

12. T2 Performance

feedback

2.55 .69 .10�� .01 -.02 .30��� .29��� .28��� .25��� .19��� .26��� .18��� .30��� (.76)

13. T2 Trust in

management

3.37 .73 .00 .00 -.03 .37��� .32��� .34��� .29��� .12��� .14��� .20��� .29��� .40��� —

14. T2 Communication 3.24 .65 .09�� .10�� .00 .30��� .31��� .32��� .28��� .14��� .22��� .18��� .26��� .40��� .57��� (.68)

15. T2 Participation in

decision-making

3.01 .92 .07� .01 -.07� .29��� .29��� .27��� .27��� .20��� .22��� .24��� .33��� .36��� .40��� .41��� —

16. T2 Team effectiveness 3.64 .75 -.04 .06 .11�� .20��� .24��� .26��� .27��� .17��� .25��� .19��� .34��� .26��� .25��� .32��� .21��� (.82)

Notes. Nindividuals = 1,048; Nteams = 90; Gender was coded as 0 = female and 1 = male.

�p < .05

��p < .01

���p < .001. Scale reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) are in parentheses along the diagonal.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269433.t002

Table 1. Aggregation test results for team level variables.

Variables Within-team agreement Between-teams variance Deff Analysis of variance

rwg(j) ICC[1] ICC[2] F(89, 958) p
T1 Inspiring .85 .16 .71 3.03 3.39 .000

T1 Strengthening .90 .11 .61 2.40 2.60 .000

T1 Connecting .87 .15 .68 2.91 3.11 .000

T2 Performance feedback .85 .09 .55 2.14 2.22 .000

T2 Trust in management .80 .16 .70 3.03 3.35 .000

T2 Communication .86 .16 .71 3.03 3.41 .000

T2 Participation in decision-making .65a .17 .72 3.16 3.59 .000

T2 Team effectiveness .83 .08 .51 2.02 2.02 .000

Notes. Nindividuals = 1,048; Nteams = 90; Within-team agreement for measures with a single item is assessed using the rwg index.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269433.t001
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individual level (i.e., engaging leadership dimensions and personal resources) were team-

mean centered using a centering within context–CWC approach [85]. This procedure was

aimed at preventing the confounding effect of mediation within and between work teams. In

other words, predictors at the individual level for subject i were centered around the mean of

the cluster j to which case i belongs (i.e., predictorij—Mpredictorj). Accordingly, the latent engag-

ing leadership factor at within-level was indicated by the CWC means of the three dimensions

of engaging leadership (i.e., inspiringcwc, strengtheningcwc, and connectingcwc) at T1. In a simi-

lar vein, personal resources were included as a latent variable indicated by the observed levels

of optimismcwc, reisliencycwc, self-efficacycwc, and flexibilitycwc at T2. Finally, T2 work engage-

ment was included as an observed variable equal to the mean score of the corresponding scale.

As previously stated, gender, age, and organizational tenure were included as covariates at the

individual level of the MSEM model.

At the team level, the latent measure of engaging leadership at T1 was assessed through the

observed scores on the three dimensions of inspiring, strengthening, and connecting leader-

ship. T2 team resources were modeled as a single latent factor indicated by the observed scores

on performance feedback, trust in management, communication, and participation in deci-

sion-making. The observed mean score on T2 team effectiveness was modeled as the team

level criterion variable.

At the individual level, the mediation was tested by considering path a, from T1 individual

perceptions of engaging leadership (X) to T2 personal resources (M) and path b, from T2 per-

sonal resources to T2 work engagement (Y), controlling for X! Y. At the team level, the same

procedure was applied considering path c, linking team perceptions of T1 engaging leadership

(X) and T2 team resources (M) and path d, from T2 team resources to T2 team effectiveness

(Y).

The individual and team-level perceptions of engaging leadership were assessed at T1. In

contrast, the mediating variables (i.e., psychological capital and team resources), and the out-

comes (i.e., work engagement and team effectiveness) were measured at T2.

Results

Preliminary analysis

Before testing our hypotheses, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using the

maximum likelihood method of estimation using the software package AMOS 21.0 [86]. This

preliminary analysis was aimed at assessing redundancy between the constructs under investi-

gation. For the team level, engaging leadership was included as a latent factor indicated by the

observed team levels of inspiring, strengthening, and connecting leadership dimensions. The

measured performance feedback levels indicated the latent team resources factor, trust in man-

agement, communication, and participation in decision-making. Team effectiveness, assessed

as a criterion variable at the team level, was indicated by a single corresponding item. At the

individual level, the group-mean centered scores on inspiring, strengthening, and connecting

dimensions were considered indicators of the latent engaging leadership factor. Besides, opti-

mism, resiliency, self-efficacy, and flexibility were included as indicators for the single personal

resources latent factor; the observed average score on work engagement was used for assessing

the corresponding latent variable. The model fit was assessed by considering the comparative

fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI)� .95, Root-Mean-Square Error of Approxima-

tion (RMSEA)� .06, and Standardized Root-Mean-Square Residual (SRMR)� .08 [87,88].

According to these criteria, the hypothesized measurement model showed a good fit to the

data, with χ2 (91) = 465.09, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06, and SRMR = .03. Moreover, all

indicators showed significant factor loadings on their respective latent factors (p< .001) with
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λ values ranging from .51 to .95, thus exceeding the commonly accepted criterion of .50 [89].

Hence, these results support the assumption that the study variables were non-redundant and

adequately distinct from each other.

Model testing

The means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistencies for all study variables

are displayed in Table 2. As expected, the constructs under investigation showed significant

relationships in the hypothesized direction.

The hypothesized MSEM showed a good fit to data: χ2(60) = 155.38, CFI = .97, TLI = .96,

RMSEA = .04, SRMR = 0.03 (within teams) and .08 (between teams). As displayed in Fig 2, at

the individual level the three indicators of engaging leadership loaded significantly on their

intended latent factor, with λ = .83 (p = .000, 95% CI = [.79, .87]) for inspiring, λ = .77 (p<
.001, 95% CI = [.73, .81]) for strengthening, and λ = .81 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.78, .85]) for con-

necting. Similarly, the standardized factor loadings for the indicators of personal resources

were all significant as well: λ = .74 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.68, .79]) for optimism, λ = .68 (p<
.001, 95% CI = [.63, .72]) for resiliency λ = .68 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.62, .74]) for self-efficacy,

and λ = .64 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.59, .69]) for flexibility.

The direct relationship between T1 engaging leadership and T2 work engagement was sig-

nificant β = .16 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.10, .22]). Moreover, results indicated that engaging lead-

ership at T1 had a positive impact on personal resources at T2: γ = .27 (p< .001, 95% CI =

[.18, .37]). T2 personal resources, in turn, were positively associated with T2 work engagement:

β = .55 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.49, .62]). The estimated indirect effect of T1 engaging leadership

on T2 work engagement via personal resources (i.e., a�b) was statistically significant: B (SE) =

.19 (.04), p< .001, 95% CI [.11, .27]. Hence, personal resources (i.e., optimism, resiliency, self-

efficacy, and flexibility) at T2 partially mediated the impact of T1 engaging leadership on

employees’ engagement within work teams at T2. These findings provide partial support for

Hypothesis 1. Among the covariates included at the individual level, only gender and age

showed a significant association with work engagement, with γ = -.10 (p< .001, 95% CI =

[-.15, -.05]) and γ = .10 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.04, .16]), respectively.

At the team level, all factor loadings for the three indicators of engaging leadership on their

corresponding latent variable were significant: λ = .95 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.93, .99]) for inspir-

ing, λ = .86 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.80, .91]) for strengthening, and λ = .94 (p< .001, 95% CI =

[.90, .97]) for connecting. Additionally, the observed measure of each team resource loaded

significantly on its intended latent variable: λ = .69 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.56, .82]) for perfor-

mance feedback, λ = .86 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.78, .94]) for trust in management, λ = .89 (p<
.001, 95% CI = [.81, .97]) for communication, and λ = .71 (p = .000, 95% CI = [.60, .82]) for

participation in decision-making. Moreover, engaging leadership at T1 had a nonsignificant

direct impact on team effectiveness at T2, with β = -.06 (p = .641, 95% CI = [-.30, .19]). In con-

trast, team perception of engaging leadership at T1 had a positive impact on team resources at

T2: γ = .59 (p< .001, 95% CI = [.42, .75]). Team resources at T2 were, in turn, positively

related to T2 team effectiveness, β = .38 (p = .003, 95% CI = [.13, .62]). These results suggest

full mediation and were supported by the estimation of the indirect effect of T1 engaging lead-

ership on T2 team effectiveness via team resources at T2 (i.e., c�d): B (SE) = .18 (.07), p = .013,

95% CI [.04, .32]. Thus,Hypothesis 2 was fully supported.

Hence, in the current study team resources at T2 (i.e., performance feedback, trust in man-

agement, communication, and participation in decision-making) fully mediated the effect of

T1 engaging leadership on T2 team effectiveness across different work teams. Moreover, T2

team resources (i.e., performance feedback, trust in management, team communication, and
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participation in decision-making) showed a significant cross-level effect on T2 individual team

member’s level of engagement: β = .57 (p< .001, 195% CI = [.27, .87]). This result provided

evidence forHypothesis 3.

Discussion

The current study aimed to explore the role of individual and collective perceptions of engag-

ing leadership in predicting team effectivity and work engagement. To this purpose, we devel-

oped a two-level research model using a two time-point design.

Fig 2. Standardized path coefficients of the final model.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269433.g002
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Main results

At the individual level, the obtained results suggest that psychological capital (i.e., the combi-

nation of self-efficacy, optimism, resiliency, and flexibility) partly mediated the longitudinal

relationship between employees’ perceptions of engaging leadership and their levels of work

engagement. In other words, team leaders perceived as inspiring, strengthening, and connect-

ing could enhance their followers’ engagement directly and indirectly through an increase in

psychological capital. Thus, engaging leaders could make their followers feel more optimistic,

resilient, self-efficacious, and flexible. At the team level, a shared perception of engaging lead-

ership was associated with a greater pool of team resources (i.e., performance feedback, trust

in management, communication, and participation in decision-making), which contribute to

define an open and supportive team climate that is conducive for employee growth and devel-

opment. In their turn, these collective resources were positively related to the perceived effec-

tiveness of work teams.

Hence, team resources at the team level fully mediated the relationship between engaging

leadership and team effectiveness. That means that teams in which the leader is considered to

be inspiring, strengthening, and connecting can draw upon more team resources, and could

feel, in turn, more effective. Simultaneously, a significant cross-levelmediation effect was

found for team resources, meaning that they mediate the relationship between engaging lead-

ership at team level and individual level work engagement. In other words, teams with engag-

ing leaders are not only more effective at the team level, but they also report higher levels of

work engagement among their members. These leaders create a team climate that fosters

employee growth and development by providing performance feedback, installing trust, and

stimulating communication and participation in decision-making.

Three different contributions. Thus, three major conclusions can be drawn for the cur-

rent study, which signifies its contribution to the literature. First, engaging leadership can be

considered an individual-level construct (i.e., the perception of particular leadership behaviors

by individual followers) and a collective, team-level construct (i.e., the shared perception of

specific leadership behaviors among team members). As far as the latter is concerned, our

results support the notion of an average leadership style (ALS) [47]; namely, that homogeneous

leader-follower interactions exist within teams, but relationships of leaders with followers dif-

fer between teams.

Secondly, Individual-level engaging leadership predicts individual work engagement

through increasing follower’s PsyCap. Previous research suggested a positive relationship

between person-focused leadership styles and follower’s work engagement, albeit that virtually

all studies were cross-sectional in nature (for an overview see [11,33]). Our study added longi-

tudinal evidence for that relationship and hinted at an underlying psychological process by

suggesting that psychological capital might play a mediating role. As such, the current study

corroborates and extends a previous cross-sectional study that obtained similar results [8].

However, it should be noted that the present study used a slightly different operationalization

of PsyCap as is usually employed [36]. In addition to the three core elements of optimism,

resiliency, and self-efficacy, flexibility instead of hope was used as a constituting fourth element

of PsyCap. The reason was that hope and optimism overlap both theoretically as well as empir-

ically [35] and that flexibility–defined as the ability to readapt, divert from unsuccessful paths,

and tackle unpredictable conditions that hinder employees’ goal attainment [8]–was deemed

particularly relevant for public service agencies that are plagued by red tape. Our results indi-

cate that engaging leaders strengthen followers’ sense of proficiency when developing a task-

specific skill to reach challenging objectives (i.e., self-efficacy). They also encourage a favorable

appraisal of the prevailing conditions and future goal achievement (i.e., optimism).
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Furthermore, they enhance subordinates’ abilities to recover from failures and move

beyond setbacks effectively (i.e., resiliency) through supporting an increased aptitude for adap-

tion to unfamiliar work circumstances (i.e., flexibility). These results corroborate the assump-

tion that leaders who inspire, strengthen, and connect their followers provide a stimulating

work environment that enhances employees’ personal resources. In their turn, elevated levels

of PsyCap mobilize employees’ energy and intrinsic motivation to perform, expressed by a

high level of work engagement. This result concurs with previous evidence that PsyCap can be

framed as a critical component of the motivational process of the JD-R model, namely as a

mediator of the relationship between contextual resources (i.e., engaging leadership) and work

engagement [46]. However, this mediation was only partial because a direct effect of engaging

leadership on follower’s work engagement was also observed in the current study. This evi-

dence is not surprising since previous research showed that other mediating factors (which

were not included in the present study) played a role in explaining the relationship between

leadership and work engagement. Among them, innovative work behaviors, meaningful work,

role clarity, positive emotions, identification with the organization, and psychological owner-

ship [11]. Thus, increasing their follower’s PsyCap is not the whole story as far as the impact of

engaging leadership is concerned. It is likely that engaging leaders also impact these alternative

mediating factors. If this is the case, this might explain why the additional variance in follow-

er’s work engagement is explained by engaging leadership, as indicated by the direct effect.

Thirdly, team-level engaging leadership predicts work engagement of individual team

members and team effectiveness through increasing team resources. An earlier cross-sectional

study found that engaging leadership, as perceived by their followers, showed an indirect, posi-

tive effect on their work engagement level through an increase in job resources [7]. However,

in that study, engaging leadership and job resources, including performance feedback, trust in

management, communication, and participation in decision-making, were assessed at the

individual and not at the aggregated team level. This means that the current study corroborates

previous findings at the aggregated team level, using a longitudinal design. It is important to

note that employees’ level of work engagement not only depends on individual-level processes

(through the increase in PsyCap) but also on collective processes (trough the rise in team

resources). Finally, our findings concur with research on team climate, showing that leaders

who endorse supportive relations between team members and create an open, empowering

team climate enable employees to succeed [33]. Simultaneously, a team climate like that is also

likely to foster personal growth and development, which, in turn, translates into greater work

engagement [63].

Practical implications

Our study shows that engaging leadership matters, and therefore organizations are well-

advised to stimulate their managers to lead by the principles of engaging leadership. To that

end, organizations may implement leadership development programs [90], leadership coach-

ing [91], or leadership workshops [92]. Previous research has shown that leadership behaviors

are malleable and subject to change using professional training [93–95]. Furthermore, leaders

may want to establish and promote an open and trusting team climate in which employees feel

free to express their needs and preferences [96,97].

Accordingly, our study shows that this climate is conducive not only for work engagement

but also for team effectiveness. Finally, our results also suggest that psychological capital is pos-

itively associated with work engagement, so that it would make sense to increase this personal

resource, mainly because PsyCap is state-like and open to development through instructional

programs [45]. For instance, a short PsyCap Intervention (PCI) has been developed by
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Luthans and colleagues, which is also available as a web-based version for employees [98]. PCI

focuses on: (a) acquiring and modifying self–efficacy beliefs; (b) developing realistic, construc-

tive, and accurate beliefs; (c) designing goals, pathway generation, and strategies for overcom-

ing obstacles; and (d) identifying risk factors, and positively influencing processes.

Strengths, limitations, and directions for future research

A significant strength of the current study is its design that combines a multilevel investigation

of engaging leadership with mediating processes at the individual and team levels. This is in

line with the claim that leadership research suffers from a lack of theoretical and empirical dif-

ferentiation between levels of analysis [99]. However, leadership is an inherently multilevel

construct in nature [9]. Although the current findings shed light on the role of the emergent

construct of engaging leadership, both regarding individuals and teams, an exciting venue for

future research involves exploring its predictive validity in comparison with traditional leader-

ship models. This concurrent validation would adhere to the recommendations accompanying

the introduction of new leadership constructs in the face of the risk of construct proliferation

[16].

A further strength of the current study is its large sample size, including 1,048 employees

nested within 90 work teams. Moreover, data were collected at two time points with a one-year

time lag that was considered long enough for the effects of engaging leadership to occur. In

contrast with widespread cross-sectional studies that sometimes draw unjustified conclusions

on the corollaries of leadership [100], the current research relied on a longitudinal design to

better understand the consequences of engaging leadership at the individual and team level of

analysis. According to our results, engaging leadership indeed shows a positive effect across

time on outcomes at the individual (i.e., work engagement) and team level (i.e., team

effectiveness).

Along with its strengths, the current study also has some limitations that should be

acknowledged. The main weakness of the current study lies in the homogeneity of the sample,

which consisted of employees working in a Dutch public service agency. This specific work set-

ting prevents us from generalizing the findings of our research with other occupational groups.

However, focusing on an organization where most activities are conducted in teams permits

independent but simultaneous assessment of the impact of (engaging) leadership on the per-

ceived pool of resources among teams and workers, as suggested by current trends in leader-

ship literature [101,102].

Furthermore, the collection of data at different time points overcomes the inherent weak-

ness of a cross-sectional design, yet a design including at least three data waves would have

provided superior support for the hypothesized mediated relationships. Based on within-

group diary studies [103,104], it can, on the one hand, be argued that leadership might impact

the team and personal resources within a much shorter time frame. On the other hand, work

engagement represents a persistent psychological state that is not susceptible to sudden

changes in the short term [1]. Thus, the chosen one-year time lag can be considered reasonable

for a between-group study to detect the impact of engaging leadership accurately. This impact

needs some time to unfold. An additional limitation of this study entails measuring individual

and team resources with only a few items. Nevertheless, all scales had an internal consistency

value that met the threshold of .65 [105] with an average Cronbach’s alpha value equal to .81.

Concluding remark

Despite the novelty of the construct, the emerging research on engaging leadership suggests

the potential value of a theoretically sound leadership model that could foster followers’
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engagement. While earlier findings showed that engaging leadership is positively associated
with the employee’s level of engagement [7,8], the current study suggested that engaging lead-

ership could predict work engagement and team effectiveness. More specifically, being exposed

to a leader who inspires, strengthens and connects team members may foster a shared percep-

tion of greater availability of team resources (i.e., performance feedback, trust in management,

communication, and participation in decision-making), as well as greater psychological capital

(i.e., self-efficacy, optimism, resilience, and flexibility). Hence, engaging leadership could play

a significant role in the processes leading to work engagement at both the team and the indi-

vidual levels.
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