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Abstract 

This research examines the influence of leaders’ mindfulness on employee well-being and 

performance. We hypothesized that supervisors’ trait mindfulness is positively associated 

with different facets of employee well-being, such as job satisfaction and need satisfaction, 

and different dimensions of employee performance, such as in-role performance and OCBs. 

We also explored whether one measure of employee well-being, psychological need 

satisfaction, plays a mediating role in the relation between supervisor mindfulness and 

employee performance. We tested these predictions in two studies using data from both 

supervisors and their subordinates. Results were consistent with our hypotheses. Overall, this 

research contributes to our understanding of leadership by examining the foundation of 

supervisors’ effectiveness in their awareness and attention.  It also contributes to our 

understanding of mindfulness by examining its interpersonal effects in a very important 

domain of human life: the workplace.  

 

Keywords: Awareness, Leadership, Mindfulness, Need Satisfaction, Performance, Well-

being 
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Introduction 

Recent years have witnessed a steady increase in empirical research on mindfulness 

facilitated to a large extent by the development of self-report scales that allow inexpensive 

and convenient assessment of trait mindfulness (e.g., Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & 

Toney, 2006; Brown & Ryan, 2003; for a criticism of such measures, see e.g. Grossman, 

2011). This research has resulted in a number of robust findings. The general picture that is 

emerging from this research is that trait mindfulness is associated with greater physical and 

psychological well-being (for reviews, see e.g., Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Chiesa & 

Serretti, 2010).  

Organizational scholars are also beginning to examine the role of mindfulness at the 

workplace, arguably one of the most important domains of human activity. These scholars 

have proposed that mindfulness allows organizations to perform more reliably (Weick & 

Sutcliffe, 2006; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999) and to perform better even in high 

velocity environments (Dane, 2011). Furthermore, it has been suggested that being mindful 

helps employees in self-regulating their behavior to achieve better social relationships, 

enhanced well-being, and higher task performance (e.g., Glomb, Duffy, Bono, & Yang, 2011). 

Empirical research is also starting to shed light on the role of mindfulness at the workplace 

(e.g., Shao & Skarlicki, 2009). For example, Narayanan, Chaturvedi, Reb, and Srinivas (2011) 

found that employee trait mindfulness was positively related to task performance, and this 

relation was partly mediated by the lower emotional exhaustion experienced by more mindful 

employees.  

A limitation in the current organizational scholarship on mindfulness is that existing 

research on the topic has mostly examined intra-individual relations such as how employees’ 

mindfulness relates to their emotional exhaustion and job performance (Narayanan et al, 

2011), rather than examining interpersonal influences. In other words, research has hitherto 
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not examined how someone’s mindfulness will impact other people in the workplace. In the 

present research, we begin to address these gaps by empirically examining the relation 

between supervisors’ mindfulness and their subordinates’ well-being and performance.  

The term “leadership” is often associated in the popular mind with the CEO level at 

organizations. It is at this level that leaders take on figurehead roles and represent the 

organization internally and externally (Mintzberg, 1973). However, leadership takes place at 

multiple levels in organizations. It is at lower levels of an organization that supervisors take 

on leadership functions by being tasked to ensure that organizations translate plans into 

actions, achieve their goals, and complete their tasks. To ensure this, supervisor leadership 

provides direction, support, motivation, and feedback to employees (Scandura & Schriesheim, 

1994). 

Such leaders’ actions have a significant impact on employees (e.g., Judge & Piccolo, 

2004; Lowe, Kroeck & Sivasubramaniam, 1996). Thus, from a practical perspective it is 

important to understand the variables that contribute to leaders’ bringing out the best in their 

employees and organizations. From a theoretical perspective, much research has focused on 

the effect of leader behaviors and styles such as transactional or transformational leadership. 

Less research has examined leader attributes and most of this research has focused on leader 

personality traits such as the Big Five (Bono & Judge, 2004; Judge, Bono, Ilies & Gerhardt, 

2002). However, no research to date has examined how the quality of a leader’s attention and 

awareness affects subordinates’ well-being and performance.  

Mindfulness 

Consistent with others, we define mindfulness as present-moment awareness with an 

observing, non-judging stance (e.g., Bishop et al, 2004; Brown et al, 2007; Mikulas, 2011). 

To be mindful means to be fully in the “here and now”, moment-to-moment. Mindfulness 

includes awareness of current external stimuli, such as external events or objects, as well as 
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of internal processes and states, such as emotions, perceptions, sensations, and cognitions. 

The observing, witnessing stance of mindfulness is associated with a reduction in mental 

commentary and judgment (e.g., Weick & Putnam, 2006). At the trait level, mindfulness 

refers to cross-situational, relatively stable individual differences in the tendency of being in a 

state of mindful awareness (Brown et al, 2007; Glomb et al, 2011).  

In a related program of research, Langer (e.g., 1989; 2005) has used the term 

mindfulness to refer to an open and creative attention to one’s environment. Mindfulness in 

this sense allows one to avoid habitual and routine interpretation of stimuli that lead to 

mindlessness. Instead, stimuli and information is perceived and processed in a more creative 

and differentiated manner, allowing the creation and refinement of categories, connections, 

and perspectives. 

Mindfulness can be contrasted with mindlessness. Being mindless can be defined as 

neither paying attention to, nor having awareness of, the activities one is engaged in or of the 

internal states and processes (e.g., emotions) one is experiencing. Modes of being that are 

characteristic of mindlessness are, for example, performing tasks on autopilot, daydreaming, 

worrying about the future or ruminating about the past (Brown & Ryan, 2003).  

Writings on mindfulness in contemplative traditions have long argued that being fully 

in the present moment brings a variety of benefits including well-being. In contrast, the study 

of mindfulness within a Western scientific paradigm is relatively recent. Most of this research 

has been in medicine and psychology and has used both correlational (typically measuring 

mindfulness as a trait, or tendency to be mindful) and experimental designs (typically using 

some mindfulness intervention, such as the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 

program, Kabat-Zinn, 1982; 2003). This research has consistently shown positive relations 

between mindfulness and desirable outcomes. For example, research has found that 

mindfulness reduces chronic pain (Kabat-Zinn, Lipworth, & Burney. 1985), increases 
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immunity (Davidson et al. 2003), reduces anxiety (Kabat-Zinn et al, 1992), and increases 

psychological well-being and positive affect (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Some evidence suggests 

that practice in developing mindfulness skills (i.e., mindfulness meditation) leads to structural 

changes to the dorsolateral prefrontal area of the brain, an area that is associated with positive 

affect (Cahn & Polich 2006). 

Emerging research also suggests that mindfulness affects a person’s social relationships. 

For example, Wachs and Cordova (2007) found that mindfulness increased people’s ability to 

identify and communicate emotional states with their partner as well as regulating their anger 

expression, which led to an increase in marital quality. Other research suggests that 

mindfulness increases people’s ability to cope with relationship stress (Barnes et al. 2007). 

These positive effects may be partly due to mindfulness increasing empathic concern towards 

relationship partners (Block-Lerner et al. 2007). It has also been argued that mindfulness 

moves people from an adversarial mindset to a more collaborative mindset in mixed-motive 

interactions such as negotiations (Riskin, 2002).   

These results from other domains of social life concerning the beneficial effects of 

mindfulness on social interactions suggest that mindfulness may also facilitate leadership 

performance. As we will argue below, leadership is to a substantial extent a social, relational 

process. If mindfulness does indeed facilitate social relationships, as the above research 

suggests, this may prove beneficial for the leader-follower, or supervisor-employee 

relationship, and as a result, for employee well-being and performance.  

Mindfulness and Leadership 

As mentioned above, little theoretical and even less empirical research has examined 

the role of mindfulness at the workplace. Moreover, while this research is beginning to make 

an important contribution to organizational scholarship by examining the role of the quality 

of attention and awareness in organizations, it is relatively silent on the interpersonal effects 



7 
 

of mindfulness. An interesting question is whether the mindfulness of one organizational 

member influences the workplace experiences and outcomes of other organizational members. 

One group of organizational members that play a particularly prominent role are those in 

leadership positions.  

It is widely accepted that how superiors exercise their leadership through different 

leader behaviors and styles influences employee attitudes, behaviors, well-being, and 

performance (e.g., Gerstner & Day, 1997; Lowe et al, 1996). However, while we have 

learned much about the behaviors of leaders that influence employees, we know little 

empirically about how leaders’ quality of awareness and attention influences their employees. 

A number of authors have recently made the case for the benefits of “mindful leadership”. 

These benefits are said to include positive outcomes for employees such as higher 

performance and greater well-being (Boyatzis & McKee, 2005; Carroll, 2008). However, 

empirical support so far has been largely anecdotal.  

In this research, we focus on supervisors as leaders. To perform effectively, supervisors 

need to carry out a variety of leadership functions such as providing direction, giving support, 

motivating, and providing feedback to their subordinates (Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994). 

This perspective on supervisory leadership highlights that leadership is not situated in the 

leader but takes place in a dynamic interaction between leader and follower, supervisor and 

subordinate, unfolding in a specific organizational context. Uhl-Bien (2006: 671) argued that 

“leadership is relational, and cannot be captured by examination of individual attributes 

alone.” Similarly, Bennis (2007: 3) argued that, at its basic level, “leadership is grounded in a 

relationship.” Leader-member exchange theory and relational leadership theory both 

emphasize the quality of the dyadic relationship between leader and follower in facilitating 

important employee outcomes such as job satisfaction and there is considerable empirical 

support for this link (Dulebohn et al, in press; Brower, Schoorman, & Tan, 2000; Gerstner & 
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Day, 1997). 

 If effective leadership is dependent on the quality of the relationship between leader 

and follower, then the ability of mindfulness to improve social interactions may facilitate 

effective leadership. As mentioned above, research suggests that mindfulness is associated 

with a better ability to function in relationships as it helps people relate to others emotionally 

(Wachs & Cordova, 2007), cope with relationship stress (Barnes et al. 2007), and emphasize 

with relationship partners (Block-Lerner et al. 2007). In addition, research found mindfulness 

to be related to higher emotional intelligence and self-regulation (e.g., Brown & Ryan, 2003), 

which implies a better recognition and understanding of others’ emotional states as well as a 

better understanding and regulation of one’s own emotions (Arch & Craske, 2006).  

Mindfulness may be associated with higher relationship quality because mindful 

people are better able to be fully in the “here and now” with another person. When 

supervisors interact with their subordinates, subordinates may notice whether the supervisor 

is fully present not only physically, but with their entire being. To the extent that a supervisor 

is fully present in an interaction with a subordinate, that subordinate will feel valued and 

treated with respect, or a sense of interpersonal justice. Past research has documented 

numerous benefits of interpersonal justice including higher job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment (e.g., Colquitt et al, 2001). Moreover, being fully present in an interaction with a 

subordinate may enable a supervisor to better recognize the needs of the other person, such as 

what kind of support that person requires. In this way, mindfulness may allow supervisors to 

engage in more effective leadership behaviors towards their subordinates.  

 The combination of more effective leader behaviors and employee feelings of 

worthiness and respect can be expected to lead to a variety of beneficial consequences for 

employees. First, employees will feel more satisfied and less emotionally exhausted (Maslach, 

1982; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). The high-quality relationship with their 
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supervisor will also lead to employees having a greater sense of psychological need 

satisfaction (Deci et al, 2001). We believe that this psychological need satisfaction as well as 

better leader support will also create a sense of greater work-life balance. Finally, employees 

will be motivated to reciprocate the engagement of their supervisor through superior 

performance on the job.  

Taken together, the above suggests the following hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1: Leader trait mindfulness will be positively associated with different 

facets of employee well-being.  

Hypothesis 2: Leader trait mindfulness will be positively associated with different 

facets of employee performance. 

We test these hypotheses in two studies that include a total of four measures of different 

facets of employee well-being and four measures of different facets of employee performance. 

In Study 2, we also explore whether the relation between supervisor mindfulness and 

employee performance is mediated through employee need satisfaction.  

Study 1 

Method 
 

Procedure  

Trained undergraduate students of a Singaporean university were given extra credit 

for recruiting supervisors and their subordinates to participate in an online study on 

mindfulness at the workplace. Supervisors (N = 96) and their subordinates participated on a 

voluntary basis as part of a larger study involving additional measures. Matching data from 

supervisors’ subordinates were collected at two points in time, about two weeks apart, and at 

about the same time as supervisor data was collected (more time was given for supervisors to 

respond and some responded earlier, some later).  

Participants 
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For Time 1, matching data from a total of 95 employees and their supervisors was 

available. For Time 2, matching data from a total of 74 employees and their supervisors was 

available. Participants came from a variety of industries including service (27.1%), financial 

(18.8%), education (9.4%), and manufacturing (8.3%). The average age was 39 years (SD = 

14.4) and 55% were male. About 26% indicated that they were part of upper management, 

29% of middle management, and 41% first line supervisors. On average, participants were 

with their current organization for 9.7 years and held a supervisory position for 6.5 years. 

Eighty-three percent were ethnically Chinese.  

Measures 

 Table 1 summarizes the variables of Study 1 as well as their rating source. 

Leader mindfulness. We measured leader mindfulness using the 15-item Mindfulness 

Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003). Sample items from the scale 

include: “It seems I am “running on automatic,” without much awareness of what I’m doing” 

and “I find myself preoccupied with the future or the past”. Supervisors used a 6-point scale 

to record their responses (1: almost always, 6: almost never). Items were scored such that 

higher values indicate higher mindfulness. The Cronbach  for this scale was .95. 

 Well-being measures. We measured employee emotional exhaustion with the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory (Schaufeli et al, 1996) 9-item scale using a 7-point (1: strongly disagree, 7: 

strongly agree) response format. Example items include: “I feel emotionally drained from my 

work” and “I feel used up at the end of the workday”. The Cronbach  for this scale was .92. 

We measured employee work-life balance with the 9-item, 7-point (1: strongly 

disagree, 7: strongly agree) scale developed by Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw (2003). 

Example items are: “I feel successful in balancing my paid work and family life” and “I am 

satisfied with the balance I have achieved between my work and life.” The Cronbach  for 

this scale was .92. 
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--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 around here 

--------------------------------- 

Performance measures. We measured overall job performance with Motowidlo and 

Scotter’s (1994) 3-item scale using a 5-point (1-5) format. Performance was rated by the 

supervisor. An example item is: “This person exceeds/meets/does not meet standards for 

performance.” The Cronbach  for this scale was .87. 

We measured deviance, as a form of negative performance, through supervisor ratings 

with Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) 19-item scale using 5 points (1: never, 5: weekly). 

Example items include “this employee publicly embarrassed someone at work” and “this 

employee has taken property from work without permission”. The interpersonal and 

organizational deviance subscales were combined for ease of reporting (similar results were 

obtained when analyzing the subscales separately). The Cronbach  for this scale was .96. 

Results and Discussion 

 The intercorrelations of all study variables are shown in Table 2. Leader mindfulness 

was significantly related to both employee well-being and performance measures in the 

expected directions. The more mindful the supervisor, the lower the employee’s emotional 

exhaustion, r = -.40, p < .01. Also, higher leader mindfulness was associated with higher 

employee work-life balance, r = .28, p < .05. With respect to performance, the higher the 

supervisor’s mindfulness, the more favorable were overall job performance ratings, r = .32, p 

< .01. Finally, higher supervisor mindfulness was related to lower employee deviance, r = -

.57, p < .01.   

--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 around here 

--------------------------------- 
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Furthermore, we examined a path model in which leader mindfulness was 

simultaneously related to all dependent variables (work-life balance, emotional exhaustion, 

deviance and job performance) simultaneously. The model was tested using AMOS 18. 

Consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 2, we found that supervisors’ mindfulness was positively 

related to employee work-life balance (β = .21, p < .05) and overall job performance (β = .28, 

p < .001), and negatively related to employee emotional exhaustion (β = -.40, p < .001) and 

deviant behaviors (β = -.22, p < .05). Overall fit statistics of the model were good, χ2(df = 6) 

= 13.35, CFI= .82, RMSEA= .07.  

--------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 around here 

--------------------------------- 

 These findings provide evidence of a positive influence of leader trait mindfulness on 

employees both with respect to employee well-being and employee performance. All 

significance test results were consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 2. It is perhaps worth noting 

that a significant relation was found not only with a variable that is closely related to well-

being specifically at work, i.e., emotional exhaustion, but also with a variable that reflects 

well-being more broadly, i.e., work-life balance. That supervisor mindfulness is even related 

to employee work-life balance indicates the potentially powerful role leaders’ mindfulness 

plays at the workplace.  

With respect to performance, it is interesting that leader mindfulness was particularly 

strongly (and negatively) associated with employee deviance. This is consistent with our 

argument that employees appreciate mindful leaders’ tendency to be fully with them when 

they are seeking the leader’s attention. In contrast, mindless leaders who are absentminded in 

their interactions with employees may be perceived as not being respectful and as 

incompetent. Past research has shown that feelings of interpersonally unfair treatment (i.e., 
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treatment that violates an employee’s sense of dignity and respect) is associated with 

deviance (Robinson & Bennett, 1997).  

Study 2 provides a conceptual replication of the findings of Study 1, using other 

operationalizations of employee well-being and performance. Study 2 also examines on an 

exploratory basis whether the relation between leader mindfulness and employee variables is 

mediated through employee psychological need satisfaction. 

Study 2 

Method 

Procedure  

Trained undergraduate students of a Singaporean university were given extra credit 

for recruiting supervisors and their subordinates to participate in an online study on 

mindfulness at the workplace. Supervisors (N = 79) and their subordinates participated on a 

voluntary basis as part of a larger study involving additional measures. Matching data from 

supervisors’ subordinates were collected at two points in time, about two weeks apart, and at 

about the same time as supervisor data was collected (more time was given for supervisors to 

respond and some responded earlier, some later).  

Participants 

For Time 1, matching data from a total of 73 employees and their supervisors was 

available. For Time 2, matching data from a total of 61 employees and their supervisors was 

available. Participants came from a variety of industries including service (19%), 

manufacturing (17.7%), and education (10.1%). The average age was 42 years (SD = 10.9) 

and 52% were male. About 37% indicated that they were part of upper management, 43% of 

middle management, and 17% first line supervisors. On average, participants were with their 

current organization for 9.6 years and held a supervisory position for 7.8 years. Seventy 

percent were ethnically Chinese.  
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Measures 

 Table 1 summarizes the variables of Study 2 as well as their rating source. 

Leader mindfulness. We measured supervisor mindfulness using the MAAS (Brown 

& Ryan, 2003). The Cronbach  for this scale was .94. 

Well-being measures. We measured employee job satisfaction with Cammann et al’s 

(1979) 3-item 7-point (1: strongly disagree, 7: strongly agree) scale. An example item is “all 

in all I am satisfied with my job.” The Cronbach  for this scale was .77. 

We measured employee psychological need satisfaction with Deci et al.'s (2001) 21-

item need satisfaction scale using a 7-point (1: strongly disagree, 7: strongly agree) response 

format. As is common practice, all 21 items were averaged into a single score, α = .85. 

Example items include: “I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how my job gets 

done”, “I really like the people I work with”, and “I do not feel very competent when I am at 

work”. 

 Performance measures. As in Study 1, supervisors rated employees’ overall job 

performance using Motowidlo and Scotter’s (1994) 3-item (1-5) scale,  = .96.  

To further corroborate the findings from Study 1, we used McNeely and Meglino’s 

(1994) 7-item measure of in-role performance.  Supervisors rated employees on a 7-point (1: 

almost never, 7: almost always) scale. Example items include “arrives at work on time” and 

“completes work requested as soon as possible”. The Cronbach  for this scale was .83. 

Finally, we measured organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) as another 

dimension of job performance using Moorman and Blakely’s (1995) 17-item scale. 

Supervisors rated employees on a 7-point response format (1: almost never, 7: almost always). 

Example items include “shows genuine concern and courtesy toward co-workers, even under 

the most trying business or personal situations” and “for issues that may have serious 

consequences, expresses opinions honestly even when others may disagree”. For simplicity 



15 
 

of reporting, the four subscales were combined,  = .93 (similar results were obtained when 

analyzing each subscale separately).  

Results and Discussion 

 The intercorrelations of all study variables are shown in Table 3. Leader mindfulness 

was again significantly correlated with both employee well-being and performance measures 

in the expected directions. With respect to employee well-being, the more mindful the 

supervisors, the higher the employees’ psychological need satisfaction, r = .36, p < .01. Also, 

higher supervisor mindfulness was associated with higher employee job satisfaction, r = .27, 

p < .05. With respect to performance, the higher the leader’s mindfulness, the more favorable 

were overall job performance ratings, r = .27, p < .05, directly replicating the results of Study 

1. Leader mindfulness was also positively related to in-role performance, r = .43, p < .01. 

Finally, the more mindful the supervisor, the more likely was the employee to engage in 

organizational citizenship behaviors, r = .38, p < .01. These findings were confirmed in a path 

model in which leader mindfulness was simultaneously related to all dependent variables.   

--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 3 around here 

--------------------------------- 

 On an exploratory basis, we examined whether psychological need satisfaction, 

mediated the relation between supervisor mindfulness and employee attitudes, OCB and 

performance. Past research has indeed found that psychological need satisfaction is positively 

related to performance (e.g., Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009). We examined a potential 

mediating role of need satisfaction for all four dependent variables: job satisfaction, overall 

performance, in-role performance, and OCBs. 

We examined two path models. In the first model, we found that mindfulness was 

positively associated with the dependent variables job satisfaction (β = .23, p < .001), job 
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performance (β = .32, p < .001), in-role performance (β = .13, p < .05) and OCBs (β = .40, p 

< .001). These results confirm the correlational findings reported above.  

Second, we ran an indirect model with need satisfaction as a mediator in the above 

relationships. We found that leader mindfulness predicted employee psychological need 

satisfaction, β=.32, p< .001. Further, need satisfaction was positively associated with the 

dependent variables job satisfaction (β=.56, p< .001), overall job performance (β=.59, 

p< .001), in-role performance (β=.65, p< .05) and OCBs (β=.65, p< .001). Finally, the results 

suggest that psychological need satisfaction fully mediated the relation of leader mindfulness 

with job satisfaction (direct path β=.05, n.s.) and in-role performance (direct path β=.08, n.s.), 

and partially mediated the relation with overall job performance (direct path β=.13, p< .05) 

and OCBs (direct path β=.12, p< .1). Overall fit statistics of the model were good, χ2(df)= 

32.72(6); CFI= .91; RMSEA= .1.  

--------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 around here 

--------------------------------- 

 Taken together, these findings conceptually replicate the results of Study 1, showing 

that leader mindfulness was positively related to different dimensions of employee well-being 

and performance. These results go a considerable way in reassuring us that the results of 

Study 1 were not limited to the specific dependent measures used. The findings also suggest 

that psychological need satisfaction can serve as a mediator between leader mindfulness and 

employee attitudes, behaviors, and performance.  

General Discussion 

To date, little research has examined the role of mindfulness at the workplace (Glomb 

et al, 2011). Even less research has focused on interpersonal aspects of mindfulness. This has 

limited our understanding of the effects of mindfulness. At the same time, little research on 
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leadership has focused on the quality of awareness and attention. The present research begins 

to address these gaps by examining the influence of leader trait mindfulness on employees. 

We hypothesized that leader mindfulness would be positively associated with employee well-

being and employee job performance. We also explored whether one measure of employee 

well-being, psychological need satisfaction, plays a mediating role in the relation between 

leader mindfulness and employee performance.  

We tested these predictions in two studies using data from both supervisors and their 

subordinates. Results provided consistent support for our hypotheses. In Study 1, supervisor 

mindfulness was negatively related to employee emotional exhaustion and positively related 

to employee work-life balance. Further, leader mindfulness was positively related to overall 

employee performance and negatively related to employee deviance. Study 2 examined 

additional dimensions of well-being and performance. The study found that supervisor 

mindfulness was positively related to employee job satisfaction and psychological need 

satisfaction. Further, leader mindfulness was positively related to overall job performance, as 

well as to in-role performance and organizational citizenship behaviors. That leader 

mindfulness was related to different dimensions of employee well-being and performance 

provides considerable assurance as to the robustness of the results and also suggests a 

potentially important role of leading mindfully in organizations.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The exploratory mediation analysis provides some evidence in support of a mediating 

mechanism linking leader mindfulness to employee performance through employee need 

satisfaction, consistent with other research that found need satisfaction to predict performance 

(Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009). Further research could extend these initial findings and 

examine in more depth and breadth the mechanisms linking leader mindfulness to employee 

well-being and performance. For example, in the introduction we argued that leaders who are 



18 
 

fully present when interacting with the subordinates may derive a better understanding of 

their employees’ needs which may allow them to more effectively support employees. Leader 

mindfulness may also create a sense of interpersonal fairness in employees. Thus, future 

research could examine perceived supervisor support and interpersonal justice as additional 

mediators of the link between mindfulness and important employee outcomes. Further, 

improvements in justice perceptions, supervisor support, and other possible factors may 

contribute to a generally favorable perception of the relation between the leader and the 

employee, resulting in higher ratings on scales measuring LMX, which has been shown to be 

an important mediating variable of the effects of leadership on employees (e.g., Dulebohn et 

al, in press). Thus, future research should examine LMX as a mediator of the relation 

between mindfulness and employee outcomes. 

 An interesting question refers to the relation between leader mindfulness and existing 

leadership concepts, such as leader emotional intelligence, authentic leadership and 

transformational leadership. Emotional intelligence concerns individuals’ ability to perceive, 

understand, and regulate own and even others emotions (e.g., Wong & Law, 2002). Past 

research has found mindfulness and emotional intelligence to be positively correlated (Brown 

& Ryan, 2003), suggesting the two are related but distinct. Mindful awareness may allow 

leaders to better regulate their emotions. At the same time, mindfulness is not limited to 

awareness of emotions, but to other factors both internal and external to the leader, such as 

thoughts, bodily sensations, or the environment.  

Authentic leaders have been defined as those who have, and are perceived by others 

as having, awareness of themselves, of others, and of the context, as well as being optimistic, 

hopeful, trusting, and positive (Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004). 

Awareness is considered foundational for authentic leadership (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, 

May, & Walumbwa, 2005), suggesting a connection to mindfulness as a certain quality of 
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awareness and attention. Future research should examine the relation between mindfulness 

and authentic leadership. Specifically, we suspect that mindfulness will facilitate authentic 

leadership. It would be interesting to find out whether mindfulness training can be used to 

develop authenticity in leaders.  

One limitation of the present study is that it does not examine different aspects of 

mindfulness. For example, being mindful not only means keeping attention focused on the 

present moment but also means doing so with awareness in a non-judgmental, open manner 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2003). The reduction in mental commentary and judgments is expected to 

enable individuals to be more receptive to developments in their environments, allowing 

them to respond more effectively to challenging and changing situations (Weick et al, 1999; 

Dane, 2011; Salvato, 2009). Another aspect of mindfulness, referred to as “de-centering” or 

“witnessing” (Lau et al, 2006), allows individuals to observe and acknowledge thoughts and 

feelings without necessarily reacting upon them. This aspect of mindfulness may allow 

leaders to better handle emotionally charged encounters with employees, leading to better 

performance. Future research should examine in more detail the different conceptualizations 

and aspects of mindfulness and their role at the workplace.  

The current data are subject to the usual cautions associated with observational and 

cross-sectional data, such as concerns about the causal direction of the reported findings. 

Nevertheless, conceptually it seems more plausible that a trait variable (leader trait 

mindfulness) would affect non-trait variables such as attitudes (job satisfaction) and 

performance. However, clearly further longitudinal and experimental research is needed to 

corroborate the present findings. Particularly interesting might be intervention studies in 

which an experimental group of leaders participates in mindfulness training and this group is 

then compared to a control group.  
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 Another methodological concern relating to the present studies is that leader 

mindfulness and employee performance were measured using the same source (i.e., the 

leader), introducing the possibility of common source bias. There are at least two reasons 

reducing this concern. First, leader mindfulness was not only related to leader-rated employee 

performance, but also to employee well-being, and all employee well-being variables were 

reported by the employees, not the supervisors. Second, mediation analysis suggested that 

employee need satisfaction partially mediated the relation between supervisor mindfulness 

and both employee in-role performance as well as OCBs. That the mediator is collected from 

a different source than the independent and dependent variables in these mediation analyses, 

speaks against a common source explanation of the relation between leader mindfulness with 

employee performance.   

Another limitation of the present studies is that we focused on supervisory leadership. 

Thus, our research cannot answer conclusively how mindfulness supports or hinders that 

performance of effective leadership at other levels and roles of an organization. Clearly, 

future research should extend the study of mindful leadership to a broad range of 

conceptualizations, levels, and functions of leadership.   

 Overall, this research contributes to our understanding of leadership by examining the 

foundation of leadership effectiveness in leader’s awareness and attention.  It also contributes 

to our understanding of mindfulness by examining its interpersonal effects in a very 

important domain of human life: the workplace. Hopefully, future research will allow us to 

better understand the role of mindfulness and awareness at the workplace and this 

understanding will lead to workplaces that allow people to perform well and be well.    
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Table 1: Overview of Variables and Rating Source for Study 1 and Study 2 

Study Variable Variable Type Rating Source 

1 Leader Mindfulness IV Supervisor 

 Employee Emotional Exhaustion  DV Employee 

 Employee Work-life Balance  DV Employee 

 Employee Overall Job Performance DV Supervisor 

 Employee Deviance  DV Supervisor 

2 Leader Mindfulness IV Supervisor 

 Employee Psychological Need Satisfaction  Mediator Employee 

 Employee Job Satisfaction  DV Employee 

 Employee Overall Job Performance DV Supervisor 

 Employee Task Performance DV Supervisor 

 Employee OCBs  DV Supervisor 

Notes. IV = Independent variable; DV = Dependent variable; OCBs = Organizational 

Citizenship Behaviors. 
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Table 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and Inter-correlations of Study 1 Variables 
 
 M SD N 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Leader 
mindfulness 

3.55 .82 96       

2. Leader age 38.90 14.36 96 -.04  

3. Leader gender .41 .53 96 .08 -.12  
4. Employee 
emotional 
exhaustion 

3.56 1.07 95 -.40** -.13 .03    

5. Employee work-
life balance 

4.70 1.01 74 .28* .13 .15 -.41**   

6. Employee job 
performance 

3.97 .52 96 .32** .03 .08 -.21* .19  

7. Employee 
deviance 

1.37 .60 96 -.57** -.12 -.08 .30** -.20† -.33** 

 
† p < .1 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
 
Notes. Gender was coded as 0 = male, 1 = female.  
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Table 3: Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of Study 2 Variables 
 

M SD N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Leader mindfulness 3.36 .86 79

2. Leader age 41.9610.92 76 -.09

3. Leader gender .48 .50 79 .12 -.10

4. Employee job satisfaction 5.62 .96 61 .26* .08 .00 

5. Employee psychological need satisfaction 5.17 .64 61.36** .08 .18 .70** 

6. Employee job performance 4.11 .65 79 .27* -.05 .12 .42** .56** 

7. Employee in-role performance 6.11 .58 79.43** -.05 .08 .38** .43** .44**

8. Employee OCBs 5.41 .76 79.38** -.07 -.07 .47** .59** .58** .60*

 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
 
Notes. Gender was coded as 0 = male, 1 = female. OCBs = Organizational citizenship 
behaviors. 
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Figure 1: Path Model, Study 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* p < .05 
*** p < .001 
 
Notes. Numbers are standardized path coefficients.  
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Figure 2: Path Model Including Direct and Indirect Paths, Study 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
† p < .1 
 * p < .05 
*** p < .001 
 
Notes. Numbers are standardized path coefficients.  
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