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Abstract Previous research has demonstrated that employee
and leader mindfulness play a significant role for well-being at
work. Yet, we lack a sufficient understanding of how leader
mindfulness translates into subordinates’ well-being. In this
paper, we argue that transformational leadership serves as a
mediating mechanism of the relationship between leader
mindfulness and subordinates' well-being (i.e., positive and
negative affect, job satisfaction, psychosomatic complaints,
and emotional exhaustion) at work. Findings are reported
from a cross-sectional multi-source study with 65 leaders
and 153 employees from different industries. Multilevel me-
diation analyses showed that leader mindfulness was positive-
ly related to subordinates’ positive affect as well as job satis-
faction and negatively related to subordinates’ psychosomatic
complaints via transformational leadership. This study adds to
the literature on mindfulness at work in underlining the im-
portance of leader mindfulness for subordinates’ well-being
introducing transformational leadership as a mediating vari-
able. We discuss the importance of reconciling research on
mindfulness and leadership, and of promoting mindfulness
in organizations.
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Introduction

Within the last decade, mindfulness, a conscious state of being
non-judgmentally aware of and attentive to current experi-
ences or present reality (Bishop et al. 2004; Brown and
Ryan 2003) has received increased attention in the field of
industrial and organizational psychology. In particular, numer-
ous studies have examined the role of mindfulness for em-
ployee well-being (e.g., Glomb et al. 2011). These studies
have hitherto mainly focused on investigating the relationship
of mindfulness and well-being within individuals (Glomb
et al. 2011; Hülsheger et al. 2013). Only recently, research
has begun to take a look at the interpersonal correlates of
mindfulness at work, in particular at the role of leader mind-
fulness for employee well-being (Reb et al. 2014). However, it
is poorly understood how leader mindfulness relates to em-
ployee well-being. Particularly, the role of leaders’ behavior
through which leader mindfulness might translate into em-
ployee well-being did not receive much research attention.
To better understand the beneficial potential of mindfulness
in organizations, it is important to examine the mechanism
that links leader mindfulness to employee well-being.

Mindfulness is a conscious state of being non-judgmentally
aware of and attentive to current experiences or present reality
(Bishop et al. 2004; Brown and Ryan 2003). As a multidimen-
sional construct, it comprises different components, such as
acceptance and non-judging of ongoing events, awareness of
internal (thoughts, bodily sensation) and external (physical
and social environment) stimuli, and openness to experience
(Bergomi et al. 2014; Glomb et al. 2011). Mindfulness further
involves a receptive, non-reactive stance towards both posi-
tive and negative experiences that allows a more objective
observation of such experiences without attaching an evalua-
tion to them (Hülsheger et al. 2013). Mindfulness has been
conceptualized as a trait that varies from person to person
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(e.g., Brown and Ryan 2003) and as a state that fluctuates
within a person (e.g., Hülsheger et al. 2014). Furthermore,
empirical evidence suggests that mindfulness can be increased
with training and induced through brief exercises (e.g., Brown
and Ryan 2003; Long and Christian 2015).

Within the last decade, a growing body of research has
demonstrated the beneficial potential of mindfulness at the
workplace. For example, it has been shown that employee
mindfulness is positively related to positive indicators of em-
ployee well-being, such as positive affect (Giluk 2009), phys-
ical and psychological health (Glomb et al. 2011), and job
satisfaction (Hülsheger et al. 2013). Moreover, studies indi-
cate that employee mindfulness is negatively related to nega-
tive indicators of employee well-being, such as negative affect
(Giluk 2009) or emotional exhaustion (Hülsheger et al. 2013).
Recently, research has begun to investigate interpersonal cor-
relates of mindfulness at the workplace. In an initial study,
Reb et al. (2014) have demonstrated that leader mindfulness
positively relates to different dimensions of subordinates’
well-being. In a second study, these authors have shown that
subordinates’ psychological need satisfaction mediates the re-
lationship between leader mindfulness and subordinates’ job
satisfaction. However, these findings leave unexplained if
leader mindfulness finds expression in leaders’ behavior
through which leader mindfulness relates to subordinates’
well-being.

One promising mediating mechanism that links leader
mindfulness to subordinates’ well-being is transformational
leadership. Transformational leadership can be defined as a
mutually stimulating relationship between leaders and subor-
dinates. Transformational leadership supports, inspires, and
motivates employees through several behaviors (Bass 1985).
Specifically, transformational leadership is characterized by
four dimensions, namely idealized influence, motivational in-
spiration, intellectual stimulation, and individual consider-
ation (Bass 1985). Rafferty and Griffin (2004) further refined
these subdimensions of transformational leadership and clas-
sified five behaviors of transformational leaders (see also
Podsakoff et al. 1990). First, transformational leaders propose
and formulate an inspiring outlook of the future (vision).
Second, these leaders instill pride in their subordinates by
conveying statements that build confidence and motivation
(inspirational communication). Third, they encourage new
ways of thinking and novel problem solving (intellectual stim-
ulation). Fourth, transformational leaders acknowledge and
commend outstanding performances and improvements in
the quality of their subordinates’ work (personal recognition).
Finally, they show consideration and understanding of person-
al needs, concerns, desires, and values (supportive leadership).
Performing such behaviors, transformational leaders motivate
their subordinates to perform beyond expectations (Yukl
1999) and impact subordinates’ attitudes, emotions, beliefs,
and values (Bass 1985). These leaders further question the

tried-and-true and step back from approaches of having ev-
erybody to do the same because these leaders are individually
considerate (Bass and Avolio 1990).

As unveiled in the following paragraphs, leader mindful-
ness should enhance transformational leadership, because
mindfulness facilitates attentive, stimulating, and inspiring be-
havior that characterizes transformational leadership. First of
all, awareness, in relation to one’s actions and the internal and
external world (Dane 2010), should enable mindful leaders to
better observe present states and exterior circumstances of
their subordinates. Awareness, one core characteristic of
mindfulness, should help leaders to consider subordinates’
personal needs and wishes before acting, thus enhancing sup-
portive leadership (Rafferty and Griffin 2004). Furthermore, a
non-reactive stance towards inner and outer experiences
(Bergomi et al. 2014; Dane 2010) allows leaders to experience
circumstances more objectively (Bishop et al. 2004). This
might further help leaders to adapt their reactions to subordi-
nates’ needs and wishes instead of being puppeteered by ex-
ternal circumstances, common practice or impulsive reactions
(Baer et al. 2008).

Mindful leaders might further refrain from imposing labels
or judgments on subordinates based on past experiences with
subordinates or their work (Brown et al. 2007). Mindfulness
should help to overcome automatic processes and cognitive
filters that are dysfunctional (Brown et al. 2007) because it
allows more adaptive, flexible reactions to experiences
(Shapiro et al. 2006). Mindfulness should thereby enable
leaders to recognize and acknowledge when the quality of
their subordinates’ work improves, thus, enhancing personal
recognition.

Moreover, mindfulness comprises openness to experiences
(Bergomi et al. 2014). A mindful orientation to experience is
therefore characterized by curiosity and the willingness to face
pleasant as well as unpleasant experiences instead of trying to
avoid those (Bishop et al. 2004). Thus, mindful leaders might
be better able to convey an open stance by role-modeling
adaptive coping (Weinstein et al. 2009), thereby enhancing
tolerance for uncertainty and intellectually stimulating their
subordinates. Further, openness to experiences might help
mindful leaders to approach challenging situations with curi-
osity, thus setting an example for their subordinates of how to
deal with demanding situations.

Finally, mindful leaders are expected to understand and
therefore to act in accordance with their values and goals
(Brown and Ryan 2003; Glomb et al. 2011). Because of this,
mindful leaders are better able to analyze information with
regard to such values and goals and may therefore be better
able to translate them into a viable picture of the future and to
transport this vision to their subordinates. Relatedly, an open
stance and a greater observation of inner states (i.e., of own
emotions) enables mindful leaders to use inspirational appeals
and emotional talks to clearly communicate goals and plans,
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thus to engage in inspirational communication (Rafferty and
Griffin 2004).

The multiple positive effects of transformational leadership
for subordinates have been demonstrated in previous studies
that found associations between transformational leadership
and high levels of positive well-being indicators (Bono and
Ilies 2006; Nielsen et al. 2008). Furthermore, although few
studies have pointed to potential downsides of transformation-
al leadership (e.g., Franke and Felfe 2011; Seltzer et al. 1989)
or found no significant relations with negative well-being
indicators (e.g., Stordeur et al. 2001), recent meta-analytic
findings revealed a negative relationship between transfor-
mational leadership and negative indicators of subordinates’
well-being (Montano et al. 2016). Moreover, transforma-
tional leadership has been shown to promote health across
different nations by affecting psychological and physical
health (Zwingmann et al. 2014).

Several underlying processes for the association between
transformational leadership and positive indicators of subor-
dinates’ well-being are suggested in the leadership literature.
First, one explanatory mechanism refers to a contagion hy-
pothesis, according to which subordinates catch positive emo-
tions experienced and expressed by transformational leaders
(Bono and Ilies 2006; Johnson 2008). Second, transformation-
al leaders stimulate processes contributing to higher subordi-
nates’ affective well-being such as fostering a supportive cli-
mate for individual growth (Avolio et al. 1999; Bass 1999),
enhancing subordinates’ self-efficacy (Morrison et al. 1997),
and offering social support (Sosik and Godshalk 2000). Thus,
subordinates might feel encouraged to deal with difficult tasks
or situations (Shamir et al. 1993) and to be more optimistic
about their work situation (Munir et al. 2010). Lastly, trans-
formational leaders increase the experienced meaningfulness
of their subordinates’ work (Nielsen et al. 2008). Empirically,
relationships between transformational leadership and im-
proved affective well-being (Arnold et al. 2007; Kelloway
et al. 2012), and job satisfaction (Bono et al. 2007; Nielsen
et al. 2008) have been found.

Transformational leaders encourage their subordinates to de-
velop new ideas, to think on their own, and to question existing
operating rules (Bass and Avolio 1990). Consequently, subor-
dinates might feel encouraged to adjust circumstances accord-
ing to their own desires–instead of being exposed to them pas-
sively. This might facilitate better coping with demands, stress-
ful or unpleasant situations and might lead to reduced strain.
Experiencing supportive behavior from transformational
leaders might release pressure from employees and convey
the feeling that they can count on their leader when facing
work-related problems or difficult personal circumstances.
This should further decrease strain indicators such as emotional
exhaustion or health complaints, which are assumed to result
from high emotional and other work demands (Bakker and
Demerouti 2007; Halbesleben and Buckley 2004). Moreover,

transformational leaders reframe stressful situations as opportu-
nities for development (Sosik and Godshalk 2000), thereby
releasing pressure from subordinates that usually would lead
to elevated strain.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the mediating
role of transformational leadership for the relationship between
leader mindfulness and subordinates' well-being. Thus, we
hypothesized that leader mindfulness is positively related to
transformational leadership (Hypothesis 1), which in turn re-
lates to subordinates' well-being. Because well-being can be
defined in terms of feeling good or feeling bad (Warr 2006),
we expected that transformational leadership is positively re-
lated to positive indicators of subordinates’ well-being (i.e.,
positive affect and job satisfaction, Hypothesis 2a) and nega-
tively related to negative indicators of subordinates’ well-
being (i.e., negative affect, emotional exhaustion, psychoso-
matic complaints, Hypothesis 2b). Finally, we hypothesized
that transformational leadership mediates the positive indirect
effect of leader mindfulness on positive indicators of subordi-
nates’ well-being (Hypothesis 3a) and the negative indirect
effect of leader mindfulness on negative indicators of subordi-
nates’ well-being (Hypothesis 3b). To investigate the mediat-
ing effect of transformational leadership, in this study we pro-
ceed in three major steps. First, we analyze how leader mind-
fulness relates to transformational leadership. Second, we ex-
amine the relationship between transformational leadership
and different indicators of subordinates’ well-being. Third,
we investigate whether there is an indirect effect of leader
mindfulness on positive and negative indicators of subordi-
nates’ well-being via transformational leadership. Indirect ef-
fects are a specific form of intervening effects whereby the
independent variable (i.e., leader mindfulness) is only indirect-
ly related to the dependent variable via another variable, which
is significantly related to both the dependent variable and the
independent variable itself (Mathieu and Taylor 2007).

Method

Participants

Leader sample. A total of 196 leaders registered for our study.
Of these, 99 completed the survey, yielding a response rate of
50.5%. In line with Nezlek (2012) who recommended at least
two Level-1 observations for each Level-2 unit, only those
leaders were included for which we were able to match valid
data sets of at least two of their employees. Thirty-four leaders
were therefore excluded from the analyses. Dropout analysis
showed that the excluded leaders did not differ from those
leaders who remained in the analyses with respect to demo-
graphic variables (gender, age, education, organizational ten-
ure, and working hours). There were also no differences with
respect to mindfulness (M = 4.09, SD = 0.55 for included
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leaders; M = 4.13, SD = 0.48 for excluded leaders),
t(97) = −.30, ns, and with respect to transformational leader-
ship (M = 3.91, SD = 0.39 for included leaders; M = 3.92,
SD = 0.37 for excluded leaders), t(97) = −.03, ns. Thus, we are
confident that attrition did not influence our study results. We
also performed all our analyses including the 34 leaders with
only one matching subordinate survey which left our results
unchanged. The final leader sample comprised 65 leaders
(75.4%men). Average age was 46.94 years (SD = 7.40), rang-
ing from 32 years to 62 years. On average, leaders worked
50.25 h per week (SD = 8.57), and were employed in a broad
range of sectors, including the industrial sector (16.9%),
health and welfare (16.9%), education (13.8%), scientific
and technical services (16.9%) as well as other services
(10.8%), and information and communication (6.2%).
Leaders’ average organizational tenure was 10.8 years
(SD = 6.99), their mean job experience was 15.63 years
(SD = 9.03). On average, they were holding a leadership po-
sition for 11.5 years (SD = 7.36) and were responsible for
13.86 employees (SD = 17.642), ranging from two to 99 em-
ployees. The majority held a university degree (93.3%).

Subordinate sample. A total of 187 employees completed
the subordinate survey. After matching the leadership surveys
with at least two corresponding subordinate surveys, the final
employee sample comprised 153 employees (51.6% men).
Average age was 39.13 years (SD = 10.56), ranging from
21 years to 62 years. On average, participants worked
41.01 h per week (SD = 8.84). Employees’ mean organiza-
tional tenure was 8.65 years (SD = 8.90), their mean job ex-
perience was 10.96 years (SD = 9.40). The majority held a
university degree (72.5%).

Procedure

We collected data from two sources, namely leaders and their
subordinates. To recruit study participants, we first
approached persons holding a leadership position by using
online social networks and by contacting organizations in
Germany via e-mail and phone. We also directly contacted
leaders through personal contacts. We distributed information
about the study that included the registration link to the study.
Prerequisite for participating in the study was to lead at least
two employees.

After registration, we sent leaders the link to an online
survey by e-mail. In this survey, they were asked to write
down the e-mail-addresses of two to four of their subordinates.
The link to the subordinate survey was thereby automatically
sent to these two to four subordinates by email. To ensure
anonymity of the subordinates, their e-mail-addresses were
not accessible to the authors of this study because they were
not saved in the data file. In the e-mail that contained the link
to the survey, we informed the participants that their leader
had nominated them to take part in the study and assured them

that their leader would not have insight into their participation
status or data. Furthermore, we informed both leaders and
subordinates about the purpose of the study and that their
participation was voluntary.

To encourage participants to complete the survey, we of-
fered a report summarizing the study findings including rec-
ommendations for strengthening well-being at the workplace
through mindful leadership. Moreover, all participants who
completed the survey were considered in a lottery of five
vouchers for an online retailer worth 50 Euro each.

Measures

In the leadership survey, wemeasured leaders’ general level of
mindfulness and transformational leadership. In the subordi-
nate survey, we measured positive indicators (i.e., positive
affect and job satisfaction) and negative indicators (i.e., nega-
tive affect, emotional exhaustion, and psychosomatic com-
plaints) of subordinates’ well-being. Where no German ver-
sion of a scale was available, items were translated into
German by a translation-back translation procedure (Brislin
1970). Unless stated differently, participants responded to all
items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not true at all,
to 5 = totally true. Means, standard deviations, intraclass cor-
relation coefficients (ICCs), and intercorrelations between
study variables are depicted in Table 1.

Mindfulness We measured leader mindfulness with the 37-
item Comprehensive Inventory of Mindfulness Experience
(CHIME; Bergomi et al. 2013), using a 6-point Likert re-
sponse format (1 = almost never, 6 = almost always). This
measure consists of eight subscales: awareness towards inter-
nal experiences (e.g., “I clearly notice changes in my body,
such as quicker or slower breathing”), awareness towards ex-
ternal experiences (e.g., “I notice sounds in my environment,
such as birds chirping or cars passing”), acting with awareness
(e.g., “In everyday life, I get distracted by memories, images
or reverie (reverse score), openness to experiences (e.g., “I try
to distract myself when I feel unpleasant emotions” (reverse
score), accepting and non-judgmental orientation (e.g., “Even
when I make a big mistake, I treat myself with understand-
ing”), decentering and nonreactivity (e.g., “When I experience
distressing thoughts or images, I am able just to notice them
without having to react immediately”), insightful understand-
ing (insight; e.g., “I need to smile when I notice how I some-
times see things as more difficult than they actually are”), and
relativity of thoughts (e.g., “It is clear to me that my evalua-
tions of situations and people can easily change”). Cronbach’s
alpha for the overall scale was .91.

Transformational LeadershipWemeasured transformation-
al leadership with the 15-item Transformational Leadership
Scale (TLS; Rafferty and Griffin 2004). The scale consists
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of five subscales: vision (e.g., “I have a clear understanding of
where we are going”), inspirational communication (e.g., “I
say positive things about the work unit”), intellectual stimula-
tion (e.g., “I challenge my employees to think about old prob-
lems in newways”), supportive leadership (e.g., “I behave in a
manner which is thoughtful of my employees’ personal
needs”), and personal recognition (“I commend my em-
ployees when they do a better than average job”).
Cronbach’s alpha for the overall scale was .81.

Positive Indicators of Subordinates’ Well-Being We mea-
sured positive affect and job satisfaction as positive indicators
of subordinates’ well-being.

Positive affect. We measured subordinates’ positive affect
with ten items of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale
(PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) using the German translation
by Krohne et al. (1996). Specifically, we asked for partici-
pants’ general positive affect at work. Sample items included
“enthusiastic”, “attentive”, and “strong”. Cronbach’s alpha
was .87.

Job satisfaction. We measured subordinates’ job satisfac-
tion using the faces scale from Kunin (1955) with the answer
scale ranging from 1 = I am very dissatisfied, to 7 I am ex-
traordinarily satisfied. According to meta-analytic findings,
single-item measures of job satisfaction are highly correlated
to scale measures (corrected R = .67 for face measures;
Wanous et al. 1997); thus, using this single-item measure to
assess overall job satisfaction is an adequate alternative to less
parsimonious scales.

Negative Indicators of Subordinates’ Well-Being We mea-
sured negative affect, emotional exhaustion, and psychosomatic

complaints as negative indicators of subordinates’ well-
being.

Negative affect. We measured subordinates’ negative affect
with ten items of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale
(PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) using the German translation
by Krohne et al. (1996). Specifically, we asked for participants’
general negative affect at work. Sample items included “afraid”,
“distressed”, and “nervous”. Cronbach’s alpha was .73.

Emotional exhaustion. We measured subordinates’ emo-
tional exhaustion with eight items of the Oldenburg Burnout
Inventory (OLBI; Demerouti et al. 2001). Sample items in-
cluded “There are days when I feel tired before I arrive at
work”, and “During my work, I often feel emotionally
drained”. Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Psychosomatic complaints. We measured subordinates’
psychosomatic complaints with eight items developed by
(Mohr 1986; cf. Frese 1999), using a 5-point Likert response
format (1 = never, 5 = almost daily). Sample items included
“Do you have neck pain?”, and “Do you have feelings of
dizziness?”. Cronbach’s alpha was .82.

Control VariablesWe assessed gender, age, educational lev-
el, and working hours as control variables for the prediction of
subordinates’ well-being with one-item measures.

Construct Validity

To demonstrate discriminant validity among our two variables
measured in the leadership survey (i.e., mindfulness and trans-
formational leadership), we conducted confirmatory factor
analyses using Mplus 6.1 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2010).
Given our rather small sample size and the relatively large

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, intraclass correlation coefficients, and intercorrelations for all study variables

M SD ICC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Mindfulness 4.11 0. 56 – –

2. TFL 3.91 0.42 .43** – – –

3. Positive affect 3.66 0.38 .12 .24 .33** – .49** −.33** −.47** −.34** .08 .06 .01 −.03
4. Job satisfaction 5.30 0.87 .18 .03 .29* .53** – −.40** −.45** −.41** .16 −.08 .13 −.13
5. Negative affect 1.46 0.24 .11 −.02 −.05 −.46** −.57** – .52** .44** .11 −.03 −.13 .18*

6. EX 2.67 0.39 .19 −.10 −.15 −.56** −.51** .59** – .58** −.05 −.04 −.24** .13

7. PC 2.25 0.50 .07 −.01 −.29* −.41** −.51** .46** .49** – −.26** .02 −.23** .10

8. Gender 1.53 0.35 .08 −.13 .04 .05 .13 .16 −.06 −.25* – .08 .08 .13

9 Age 39.23 8.87 .35 .01 .12 −.05 −.10 .24 .20 .10 .39** – −.12 .17*

10 Education 1.83 0.29 .36 .11 .07 −.04 .09 −.11 −.23 −.26* .18 −.01 – −.06
11 Working hours 36.25 5.00 .34 .09 .28* .26* −.06 −.13 −.06 −.02 .06 .21 −.20 –

Note. Means and standard deviations are at Level 2 (N = 65). Above the diagonal are correlations at Level 1 (N = 153). Below the diagonal are
correlations at Level 2. Scores for variables 3 to 11 were aggregated for each group of subordinates reporting to the same leader. Gender: 1 = female,
2 = male. Education: 1 = below higher education entrance qualification, 2 = higher education entrance qualification or above. TFL = Transformational
leadership. EX = Emotional exhaustion. PC = Psychosomatic complaints

*p < .05. **p < .01
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number of estimated parameters in the model, we applied item
parceling (Little et al. 2002). Item parceling is a technique to
reduce the number of parameter estimates and to deal with
multidimensional item sets (Burton et al. 2014; Smith et al.
2016). Considering the multidimensional item structure of the
mindfulness and the transformational leadership scales, we
applied the domain-representative approach described by
Little et al. (2002). For each of the two scales, we divided
the items of the construct into parcels by ensuring that each
parcel contained items from every dimension (Little et al.
2002). Hence, every parcel reflected all of the dimensions
present within the mindfulness and the transformational lead-
ership scale, respectively. For each of these parcels (four par-
cels for mindfulness, three parcels for transformational lead-
ership), we calculated one composite value, the mean of the
items. We used these composite parcel values in the confirma-
tory factor analyses instead of the single items (Little et al.
2002). Furthermore, mindfulness and transformational leader-
ship measures used in hypothesis testing were built by using
the mean of these composite parcel values (Burton et al. 2014;
Smith et al. 2016).

Confirmatory factor analysis showed that a two-factor mod-
el yielded an acceptable fit to the data, χ2 (13) = 18.067, ns,
CFI = 0.982, RMSEA = 0.077, and all factor loadings were
significant. This two-factor model fit the data better than a one-
factor model, χ2 (14) = 87.867, p < .001, CFI = 0.739,
RMSEA = 0.285; Δχ2 = 69.8; df = 1; p < .001. The result
shows that the two variables mindfulness and transformational
leadership represent distinct constructs.

To demonstrate discriminant validity among four of our
five Level 1 variables (positive affect, negative affect, emo-
tional exhaustion and psychosomatic complaints), we con-
ducted another set of confirmatory factor analyses.We exclud-
ed our 1-item measure job satisfaction from these analyses.
Again, given our rather small sample size and the relatively
large number of estimated parameters in the model, we ap-
plied item parceling. Because our four Level 1 variables were
represented by unidimensional item sets, we applied the ran-
dom assignment approach (Little et al. 2002). For each of our
variables, we divided the items randomly into two parcels.
Once more, for each of these parcels we calculated one com-
posite value, the mean of the items, and used these composite
parcel values in the confirmatory factor analyses instead of the
single items. Furthermore, measures of these four Level 1
variables used in hypothesis testing were built by using the
mean of these composite parcel values (Burton et al. 2014;
Smith et al. 2016).

Multilevel confirmatory factor analysis showed that a four-
factor model yielded a good fit to the data, χ2 (14) = 22.829,
ns, CFI = 0.981, RMSEA = 0.064, with all factor loadings
being significant. Importantly, this four-factor model fit the
data better than the best fitting three-factor model, with nega-
tive affect and psychosomatic complaints loading on one

factor, χ2 (17) = 49.980, p < .001, CFI = 0.929,
RMSEA = 0.113, Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2 (S-B
χ2) = 21.006; df = 3; p < .001; and the best fitting two-
factor model, with negative affect, psychosomatic complaints
and emotional exhaustion loading on one factor, χ2

(19) = 63.398, p < .001, CFI = 0.904, RMSEA = 0.124, S-B
χ2 = 32.099; df = 5; p < .001. We examined Satorra-Bentler
scaled χ2 to account for the non-independence of our Level 1
variables (i.e., subordinates nested in leaders). A one-factor
model did not converge. In summary, the results suggest that
the four variables positive affect, negative affect, emotional
exhaustion and psychosomatic complaints represent distinct
constructs. In all confirmatory factor analyses, for both levels,
we did not allow errors to correlate.

Data Analyses

Because of our nested data structure (subordinates nested in
leaders), we analyzed our data with multilevel modeling tech-
niques using Mplus 6.1 (Muthén andMuthén 1998–2010). To
test the proposed multilevel mediations, we followed the pro-
cedure recommended by Preacher and colleagues (Preacher
et al. 2010, 2011). Our analyses tested 2–2-1 mediation
models (Preacher et al. 2010), with mindfulness as predictor
(Level 2), transformational leadership as mediator (Level 2)
and the five well-being indicators as outcome variables (all
Level 1).

Results

To examine the relative amount of Level 1 and Level 2 vari-
ance, we estimated ICCs in an unconditional random coeffi-
cient model. For the five outcome variables, ICCs ranged
between .04 and .19, indicating that 81 to 96% of the total
variance in these variables was at Level 1.

Tables 2 and 3 present the parameter estimates and their
95% confidence intervals (CIs) for the direct and indirect ef-
fects proposed in Hypotheses 1 to 3 when including control
variables. Please note that our results show the same pattern
when control variables are excluded. Hypothesis 1 stated that
leader mindfulness is positively related to transformational
leadership. As both Tables 2 and 3 display, we found a signif-
icant relationship between leader mindfulness and transforma-
tional leadership. Hypothesis 2a proposed that leader mindful-
ness is positively related to positive indicators of subordinates’
well-being via transformational leadership. As Table 2 shows,
we found a significant direct relationship of transformational
leadership with subordinates’ positive affect and job satisfac-
tion, in addition to the significant relationship between leader
mindfulness and transformational leadership. Moreover, we
found the expected significant indirect effect of leader mind-
fulness on subordinates’ positive affect via transformational
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leadership. We also found the expected significant indirect
effect of leader mindfulness on subordinates’ job satisfaction
via transformational leadership, supporting Hypothesis 3a.

Hypothesis 2b proposed that leader mindfulness is nega-
tively related to negative indicators of subordinates’ well-be-
ing. As Table 3 shows, we did not find a significant direct
relationship of transformational leadership with subordinates’
negative affect and emotional exhaustion, but with psychoso-
matic complaints, in addition to the significant relationship
between leader mindfulness and transformational leadership.
Thus, Hypothesis 2b was only partially supported. Furthermore,
we did not find the expected significant indirect effect of leader
mindfulness on subordinates’ negative affect via transformation-
al leadership. Likewise, we did not find the expected significant
indirect effect of leader mindfulness on subordinates’ emotional
exhaustion via transformational leadership. However, we found
the expected significant indirect effect of leader mindfulness on
subordinates’ psychosomatic complaints via transformational
leadership. In sum, we did not find effects for the negative
well-being indicators negative affect and emotional exhaustion,
but for psychosomatic complaints. Thus, Hypothesis 3b was
partially supported.

Conceptually, mindfulness comprises eight facets (inner
awareness, outer awareness, acceptance, openness, decentering,
relativity of thoughts, acting with awareness, and insight), and
transformational leadership comprises five facets (vision, inspi-
rational communication, intellectual stimulation, supportive
leadership, and personal recognition). Confirmatory factor anal-
yses did not support the idea that the facets represent distinct
constructs. However, for exploratory reasons, we examined the
bivariate relationship between leader mindfulness and transfor-
mational leadership as well as the indirect effects of leader
mindfulness on subordinates' well-being outcomes via transfor-
mational leadership at the facet level of leader mindfulness and
transformational leadership (tables are electronically linked to
this manuscript as supplementary materials and are available
from the first author upon request). Correlational analyses
showed that the relationship between mindfulness and transfor-
mational leadership did not change when examining transfor-
mational leadership at the facet level, compared to the use of the
overall scale (i.e., all relationships were significant). In contrast,
when examining leader mindfulness at the facet level, results
differed somewhat from results obtained when using the overall
scale: Five facets (i.e., inner awareness, outer awareness,

Table 3 Results of multilevel
mediation analysis predicting
negative indicators of well-being
from mindfulness via
transformational leadership

Estimate SE Est./S.E. 95% CI

Direct effects

Mindfulness➔ TFL 0.316 0.059 5.395*** [0.201, 0.431]

TFL➔ Negative affect −0.055 0.068 −0.803 [−0.188, 0.078]
TFL➔ EX −0.218 0.120 −1.822 [−0.452, 0.016]
TFL➔ PC −0.433 0.156 −2.771** [−0.739, −0.127]

Indirect effects

Mindfulness➔ TFL ➔ Negative affect −0.017 0.022 −0.781 [−0.061, 0.026]
Mindfulness➔ TFL ➔ EX −0.069 0.040 −1.730 [−0.147, 0.009]
Mindfulness➔ TFL ➔ PC −0.137 0.054 −2.534* [−0.243, −0.031]

Note. Models are 2–2-1 mediation models controlling for age, gender, education level, and working hours.
CI = Confidence interval. TFL = Transformational leadership. EX = Emotional exhaustion.
PC = Psychosomatic complaints

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001

Table 2 Results of multilevel
mediation analysis predicting
positive indicators of well-being
from mindfulness via
transformational leadership

Estimate SE Est./S.E. 95% CI

Direct effects

Mindfulness➔ TFL 0.316 0.059 5.395*** [0.201, 0.431]

TFL➔ Positive affect 0.330 0.116 2.847** [0.103, 0.558]

TFL➔ Job satisfaction 0.782 0.239 3.273** [0.314, 1.250]

Indirect effects

Mindfulness➔ TFL ➔ Positive affect 0.104 0.043 2.413* [0.020, 0.189]

Mindfulness➔ TFL ➔ Job satisfaction 0.247 0.084 2.941** [0.082, 0.412]

Note. Models are 2–2-1 mediation models controlling for age, gender, education level, and working hours.
CI = Confidence interval. TFL = Transformational leadership

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001

Mindfulness



openness, acceptance, and relativity of thoughts) correlated sig-
nificantly with transformational leadership, three did not (i.e.,
acting with awareness, decentering, and insight). We found the
same pattern of results when analyzing the indirect effects of
leader mindfulness facets on employee-well-being via transfor-
mational leadership. In line with our findings described above,
we found significant indirect effects of inner awareness,
β = 0.119, SE = 0.039, p < .01, outer awareness, β = 0.101,
SE = 0.042, p < .05, openness, β = 0.152, SE = 0.070, p < .05,
acceptance, β = 0.137, SE = 0.060, p < .05, and relativity of
thoughts, β = 0.128, SE = 0.045, p < .01 on job satisfaction and
significant indirect effects of inner awareness, β = −0.066,
SE = 0.028, p < .05, outer awareness, β = −0.056,
SE = 0.023, p < .05, openness, β = −0.084, SE = 0.041,
p < .05, acceptance, β = −0.076, SE = 0.036, p < .05, and
relativity of thoughts, β = −0.056, SE = 0.028, p < .05 on
psychosomatic complaints. Furthermore, we found significant
indirect effects of inner awareness, β = 0.050, SE = 0.023,
p < .05, openness, β = 0.064, SE = 0.028, p < .05, acceptance,
β = 0.058, SE = 0.028, p < .05, and relativity of thoughts,
β = 0.042, SE = 0.020, p < .05, on positive affect. There were
no significant indirect effects of acting with awareness,
decentering, and insight via transformational leadership on pos-
itive affect, job satisfaction, and psychosomatic complaints.
Furthermore, there was no significant indirect effect of outer
awareness on positive affect. Again, there were no significant
indirect effects of all leader mindfulness facets on subordinates’
negative affect and emotional exhaustion. Regarding the indi-
rect effects of mindfulness via the five facets of transformation-
al leadership, we found significant indirect effects on positive
affect and on job satisfaction via supportive leadership, and on
psychosomatic complaints via intellectual stimulation. Again,
there were no significant indirect effects on negative affect and
emotional exhaustion.

In addition, one might argue that the number of employees
supervised by a leader moderates the relationship between
leader mindfulness and transformational leadership. In an ex-
ploratory endeavor, we therefore analyzed whether span of
control moderates this relationship. Moderation analysis did
not support the idea that span of control acts as moderator for
the relationship between leader mindfulness and transforma-
tional leadership. The interaction term between leader mind-
fulness and span of control did not predict significant variance
in transformational leadership (β = 0.000, SE = 0.002, ns).

Discussion

In this study, we investigated the indirect effect of leader
mindfulness on subordinates’ well-being via transformational
leadership. Our results showed that leader mindfulness was
positively related to transformational leadership that, in turn,
was positively related to subordinates’ positive affect and job

satisfaction and negatively related to subordinates’ psychoso-
matic complaints. Furthermore, leader mindfulness was indi-
rectly related to these well-being indicators via transforma-
tional leadership.

We contribute to the understanding of interpersonal corre-
lates of mindfulness at work by introducing transformational
leadership as an important mechanism through which leader
mindfulness relates to subordinates’ well-being. Our results
suggest that leader mindfulness finds expression in leaders’
behavior, through which mindfulness translates into subordi-
nates' well-being, extending research that found a positive
relationship between leader mindfulness and subordinates’
well-being (Reb et al. 2014). Our study adds to the leadership
literature by suggesting that mindfulness facilitates an atten-
tive, stimulating and inspiring behavior that characterizes
transformational leadership. First, awareness and a non-
reactive stance characterizing mindfulness enable leaders to
consider their subordinates’ personal needs and to adapt their
own reactions accordingly, facilitating supportive leadership.
Second, adaptive and flexible reactions that come along with
mindfulness allow leaders to recognize work improvements as
they refrain from automatically imposing past judgments, en-
hancing personal recognition. Third, openness to experience
as another mindfulness facet enables mindful leaders to serve
as a role model for adaptive cognition, thereby intellectually
stimulating their subordinates. Taken together, our results
highlight the importance to consider mindfulness in the con-
text of leadership.

Further, our findings draw attention to the positive role of
mindfulness not only for a person’s own well-being (Allen
and Kiburz 2012; Hülsheger et al. 2013) but–through behav-
ior–also for this person’s interpersonal environment. In partic-
ular, in this study we demonstrated distinct relationships of
leader mindfulness with different indicators of subordinates’
well-being via transformational leadership. Specifically, we
found the expected indirect (leader mindfulness) and direct
(transformational leadership) effects for the positive well-
being indicators positive affect and job satisfaction. With re-
gard to these indicators, our results imply that subordinates
benefit from leaders with high levels of mindfulness, translat-
ing into greater transformational leadership. Thereby, our
findings extend knowledge of past research that found a pos-
itive relationship between transformational leadership and
positive well-being indicators (e.g., Kelloway et al. 2012;
Nielsen et al. 2008).

Pertaining to the negative well-being indicators, however,
findings are only partially in line with our hypotheses. Leader
mindfulness was neither related to subordinates’ negative affect
nor to subordinates’ emotional exhaustion via transformational
leadership. Also, we did not find the expected direct effects of
transformational leadership for these well-being outcomes. Our
results are surprising in the light of recent meta-analytic
findings that revealed a negative relationship between
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transformational leadership and negative well-being indicators
(Montano et al. 2016). Yet, our results are in line with earlier
research that found that the relationship between transforma-
tional leadership and negative indicators of subordinates’ well-
being varies across studies (Franke and Felfe 2011; Holstad
et al. 2014). First of all, one might speculate that during every
day work life, it is easier for subordinates to talk with their
leader about concrete psychosomatic complaints than about
more diffuse states such as negative affect or emotional exhaus-
tion. Thus, a leader who engages in transformational leadership
(e.g., shows personal recognition), might adopt measures in
order to reduce such psychosomatic complaints. Furthermore,
when looking at subordinates’ negative affect and emotional
exhaustion in Table 1, it becomes clear that standard deviations
for these variables are particularly low, resulting in a lower
correlation (Bobko 2001). We compared our data with studies
using similar measures for negative affect and emotional ex-
haustion in employee samples. Compared to the majority of
studies examined, we found that standard deviations for nega-
tive affect (see Bruck and Allen 2003; Sonnentag and Zijlstra
2006) and for emotional exhaustion (see Demerouti et al. 2010;
Sonnentag and Fritz 2007) are much lower in our study. It is
likely that this range restriction is responsible for our non-
significant results with regard to negative affect and emotional
exhaustion as negative indicators of subordinates’ well-being.
The standard deviation for subordinates’ positive affect is like-
wise rather low. However, the association between transforma-
tional leadership and positive affect is stronger and significant.
Transformational leadership involves uplifting and energizing
behaviors, such as instilling pride in subordinates, commending
improvements or conveying statements that build confidence
and motivation (Rafferty and Griffin 2004). Thus, transforma-
tional leadership might possibly aim more at the stimulation of
positive indicators of well-being than at the reduction of nega-
tive ones. One possibility to test this assumption is to assess
positive and negative indicators of subordinates' well-being and
hereafter to train leaders in transformational leadership (Barling
et al. 1996). By using a longitudinal design, future studies could
thereby investigate and compare change trajectories regarding
positive and negative indicators of subordinates' well-being as
consequences of transformational leadership.

Furthermore, by showing that transformational leadership
links leader mindfulness to subordinate well-being, our results
extents the findings of the study by Reb et al. (2014) who
showed that there is a positive relationship between leader
mindfulness and subordinates’ well-being. Yet, in contrast to
Reb et al. (2014), we did not find a significant direct relation-
ship between leader mindfulness and subordinate well-being.
It is possible that distinct cultural backgrounds of study
participants might explain this difference: The sample of
our study consisted of leaders and subordinates from
organizations in Germany while Reb et al. (2014) investigated
mainly Chinese participants (83% in Study 1 and 70% in

Study 2, respectively). One can speculate that cultural differ-
ences between Chinese and German participants may explain
why our study did not replicate the findings by Reb et al.
(2014). For example, it may be that leaders in collectivistic
countries with a Chinese culture (e.g., House et al. 2004) are
more concerned about interpersonal relationships and the
well-being and cohesion of the group (e.g., Cheng et al.
2003; Felfe et al. 2008), while leaders in more individualistic
countries (i.e., Western European countries like Germany) pay
more attention to their own behavior when leading employees.
Thus, we suggest that future studies may investigate whether
cultural differences might play a role when investigating lead-
er mindfulness.

Regarding our additional analyses at the facet level of lead-
er mindfulness, we found significant indirect effects of inner
awareness, outer awareness, openness, acceptance, and rela-
tivity of thoughts on job satisfaction, and psychosomatic com-
plaints. Further, we found significant indirect effects of inner
awareness, openness, acceptance, and relativity of thoughts on
positive affect. Thus, it seems that especially these facets of
leader mindfulness play an important role for subordinates'
well-being via transformational leadership. When examining
the facets of mindfulness at the item level, it shows that par-
ticularly those facets that are mentally and cognitively connot-
ed or include aspects of awareness facilitate transformational
leadership. In contrast, those facets that rather focus on day-to-
day behavior seem not to enhance transformational leadership.
Although our analyses offer interesting insights, confirmatory
factor analyses did not support the idea that the facets repre-
sent distinct constructs. Therefore, the results of this explor-
atory endeavor should be interpreted with caution.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some strengths and limitations. By using reports
from two sources, we were able to reduce problems associated
with common-method data (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Yet, be-
cause leader mindfulness and transformational leadership were
both reported by leaders, this relationship could have been
artificially inflated by common source effects (Podsakoff
et al. 2003). However, we used different response formats for
assessing leader mindfulness and transformational leadership.
According to Podsakoff et al. (2003) the use of different re-
sponse formats helps to separate variables methodologically
“by making prior responses less salient, available, or relevant”
for the respondent (Podsakoff et al. 2003, p. 888). Furthermore,
because we assessed well-being outcomes using subordinate
ratings, the relationships of interest, namely the indirect rela-
tionships between leader mindfulness and subordinates’ well-
being, cannot be explained by common source bias. Second,
the cross-sectional design does not allow a causal interpretation
of our results. Although our assumption that leadermindfulness
facilitates transformational leadership seems more likely than
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an alternative interpretation, such that high levels of transfor-
mational leadership enhance leader mindfulness, longitudinal
studies could investigate the proposed directions of relation-
ships. A further limitation refers to our sample that was highly
educated. Although it is feasible that leader positions are com-
monly taken by highly educated persons, and second, partici-
pants came from different industries, executing diverse jobs, it
is desirable to replicate our findings with samples that represent
a broader range of educational levels to ensure generalizability.
Lastly, we asked leaders to name two to four of their subordi-
nates to participate in this study. This approach might have
invited leaders to select subordinates based on liking or the
implicit hope of receiving well-disposed answers. To rule out
such possible bias, future studies might, for example, ask
leaders to alphabetically select two to four subordinates, or
researchers should address subordinates directly when
recruiting study participants.

There are several options to extend our model. Future stud-
ies might examine other factors than transformational leader-
ship through which leader mindfulness relates to subordinates’
well-being. For example, a greater awareness of subordinates’
abilities might enable mindful leaders to adjust work-related
demands in concordance with them. Situational awareness
might further allow leaders to provide organizational supplies
tailored to subordinates’ needs, thus creating a better person-
environment fit which describes the compatibility between an
individual and the organization (Kristof 1996). Earlier research
has shown that person-environment fit positively relates to
well-being (Kristof-Brown et al. 2005), it therefore might act
as a mediating mechanism for the relationship between leader
mindfulness and subordinates’ well-being.

Next, we recommend investigating possible situational and
personal variables that might moderate the relationship be-
tween leader mindfulness and transformational leadership.
For instance, time pressure might prevent even mindful
leaders to allocate their resources to leadership behavior, thus
attenuating the relationship between leader mindfulness and
transformational leadership. In contrast, job involvement, a
state of cognitively and psychologically identifying with one’s
work (Kanungo 1982), might strengthen this relationship by
encouraging leaders to direct their mindful stance towards
transformational leadership behavior. In addition, one interest-
ing avenue for future research concerns the questions of what
employees may perceive when their leaders describe them-
selves as mindful and transformational.

Our findings allude to the opportunity for leaders to active-
ly foster their subordinates’well-being by acknowledging and
raising their own levels of mindfulness through training. A
well-controlled intervention study that addresses mindfulness
(Querstret et al. 2016), for example, by training leader mind-
fulness in an experimental setting, could investigate this as-
sumption. Specifically, as our results suggest that strengthen-
ing leader mindfulness may have the potential to strengthen

transformational leadership, thereby positively affecting sub-
ordinates’ well-being, leadership trainings aiming at facilitat-
ing transformational leadership (Barling et al. 1996)
might benefit from including mindfulness interventions.
Mindfulness can be increased by informal and formal exer-
cises (Kabat-Zinn 2006) and recent research has shown that
even brief mindfulness trainings can be powerful tools at work
(Long and Christian 2015). Thus, future research should in-
vestigate the role of mindfulness interventions in the context
of leadership.

In addition, future research may want to address the role of
health oriented leadership (e.g., self care and staff care, Franke
et al. 2014) for employee well-being to get a more compre-
hensive view on factors that can foster employee well-being.
Health oriented leadership emphasizes the importance of
leaders’ own health and health oriented behavior for health-
specific leadership behaviors, such as role modeling and re-
source protection (Franke et al. 2014), and thus employee
well-being. Moreover, health oriented leadership focuses on
leaders’ values and awareness towards employee health. Thus,
future studies might want to shed light on the question wheth-
er leader mindfulness could be seen as one component of
broader health oriented leadership.

To get a deeper understanding of the impact on subordi-
nates, we further suggest investigating other work-related out-
comes that are affected by transformational leadership. One
example is organizational citizenship behavior (OCB,
Podsakoff et al. 1990), encompassing voluntary, non-
rewarded actions that go beyond what is formally expected
and aim at benefitting the organization (Organ et al. 2006).
Understandingmore about the interplay of constructs that may
facilitate OCB is important, because of OCB has numerous
beneficial consequences for the individual (e.g., lower turn-
over intentions and absenteeism, Podsakoff et al. 2009) and
the organization (e.g., productivity, reduced costs, and cus-
tomer satisfaction, Podsakoff et al. 2009).

We investigated leader mindfulness and transformational
leadership as rather stable variables. To account for possible
daily fluctuations of leader mindfulness (Hülsheger et al.
2014) and transformational leadership (e.g., Breevaart et al.
2014), we suggest to conduct a diary study across several
work days. Investigating state mindfulness would add to the
understanding of natural variations of mindfulness within per-
sons and its interpersonal consequences at work. It is, for
example, conceivable that a leader arrives at work in a very
mindful state on one day, allowing him or her to behave in an
attentive and supportive manner towards his or her subordi-
nates. The same leader, however, could be in a rather mindless
state the next day, which possibly hinders him or her from
engaging in transformational leadership behavior. Diary stud-
ies could investigate such within-person fluctuations and the
implications for leaders’ and subordinates’ daily, if not longer-
term well-being.
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Finally, it seems worthwhile to examine potential down-
sides of mindfulness in the leadership context. Attentive and
supportive leaders might misuse the favor of their subordi-
nates for selfish or political goals (Reb et al. 2015), or might
lose strategic foresight when strongly focusing on the present
moment. Future research using longitudinal designs could
bring light into such potential dark sides of mindfulness.
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