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This study examined the relationship between workers experiences of flow in the work 
place (a momentary psychological state characterized by absorption, enjoyment, and 
intrinsic motivation in a task), social cohesion (sense of belonging/community and 
morale), and their direct supervisor’s leadership style. Transformational leadership is 
characterized by charisma, inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and 
intellectual stimulation. Transactional leadership includes contingent reward (CR) and 
management by exception (MBE). CR focuses on compensation in exchange for clearly 
defined and completed work, and MBE involves leader interventions when things go 
wrong. Laissez-faire leadership is characterized by an absent or uninvolved leader. Data 
was collected via the internet from 264 full-time employees in various occupations and 
countries. As hypothesized, transformational leadership behaviors were positively 
correlated with flow even while controlling for transactional and laissez-faire leadership 
practices. In line with the final hypothesis, social cohesion moderated the relationship 
such that transformational leadership has a stronger positive correlation with flow when 
social cohesion is high rather than low.
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Introduction

Do you ever find yourself so immersed in an activity that you lose track of time 

and all other thoughts and distractions seem to simply melt away? Have you ever enjoyed 

satisfying and stimulating tasks or situations where you feel totally present and engaged 

with an intense feeling of being alive while both challenged and capable? Well-trained 

musicians often get into this state while improvising (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; O’Neil, 

1999). Artists often experience this state while making art (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 

Runners experience this state during a marathon (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Jackson, 

Kimiecik, Ford, & Marsh). Flow is a psychological state of peak experience in which 

people feel alive and connected with purpose (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Flow can arise 

during various activities such as hobbies and creative pursuits, but it happens more often 

while working rather than leisure time (Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989).

Flow includes three elements: absorption (in the task), enjoyment, and intrinsic 

motivation (Bakker, 2005). Enjoyment contributes to job satisfaction (Bakker, 2005; 

Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1989), which is related to a whole host of desirable outcomes 

such as higher performance, less turnover, and less absence (Aamodt, 2013). Intrinsic 

motivation can lead to a higher level of dedication that is beneficial to the organization 

(Aamodt, 2013) and is considered an essential condition for creativity (Zhou, 2003).

Also, intrinsic motivation is correlated with curiosity, flexibility, risk taking, higher 

performance, and resilience against challenges (Utman, 1997; Zhou, 2003). Linsner 

(2009) conceptualizes flow as a type of momentary employee engagement, and employee
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engagement has been seen tied to productivity (Andrew, 2012; Richards, 2013), 

organizational commitment (Hanaysha, 2016), turnover, profitability, safety, client 

satisfaction & loyalty (Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes, 2002). The close attention paid while 

truly absorbed in a task could reduce error, improving quality. Flow in the workplace is 

also correlated with creativity (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1989; Zubair & Kamal, 2015), 

performance (Bakker, 2005; Demerouti, 2006) and percentage of time actually working 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1978 as cited in Linsner, 2009).

Flow

The term ‘flow’ was coined for this type of psychological experience by Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi who found that flow distills down to a feeling of discovery, putting a 

person into another realm, pushing their performance to new heights, and leading them to 

a fully present and engaged state (1990). Csikszentmihalyi further explained three 

preconditions to flow (1990). First, the activity must have clearly defined goals. Second, 

the task must be sufficiently, but not excessively, challenging - in balance with one’s 

abilities. Too much ease can lead to boredom, while too much difficulty can lead to 

frustration. In the Goldilocks’ zone o f ‘just right,’ flow can happen. Finally, the activity 

must provide immediate, understandable feedback, which can be used to make constant 

adjustments to sustain the engagement. For example, the music coming from a guitar 

provides the immediate feedback to the player as to the quality of their work.
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In the work place, flow can be considered a momentary measure of employee 

engagement (Linsner, 2009). It includes three elements: absorption (in the task), 

enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation (Bakker, 2005). Absorption is characterized by total 

mental attention to a task, without distraction of task-irrelevant thought. Enjoyment stems 

from the happiness arising from a pleasurable experience and intrinsic motivation is a 

drive to do something simply for the joy of doing it (rather than for an external reward) 

(Bakker, 2005), often because it is meaningful to the worker (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).

Characteristics of the work environment can promote flow. The work must be 

sufficiently, but not excessively, challenging (Ceja & Navarro, 2011; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990) and the tasks engaging (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) with clear goals 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Flow can flourish in an environment allowing undistracted 

focus (Ceja et al., 2011). The work context must provide sufficient resources to facilitate 

flow, per the Job Demands -  Resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Such 

resources include a sense of autonomy and control (Bakker, 2005; Bakker, 2008; 

Demerouti, 2006; Linsner, 2009), as does feedback and coaching from managers (Ilies, 

Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; Bakker, 2005), social support (Bakker, 2005; Salanova, 

Bakker & Llorens, 2006) and opportunities for personal growth (Bakker, 2008; 

Demerouti, 2006). Interestingly, work pressure and high emotional demands (e.g. 

demanding clients) are positively correlated with psychological absorption, yet high 

emotional demands are also negatively correlated with enjoyment (Bakker, 2008). 

Meaningful work with social impact is correlated with flow (Gjorevska & Takacs, 2016).
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Since leaders have a large impact on workplace dynamic, it seems reasonable to expect 

that their behavior can affect flow experiences of subordinates in the workplace.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leaders bring about great transformation by captivating, 

mobilizing, and empowering their followers to accomplish revolutionary change. (Bass, 

1985). They inspire followers with a vision that is larger than themselves and they 

empower and lead their followers to make this vision a reality (Bass, 1985). Prime 

examples of transformational leaders are Martin Luther King, Jr. (Bass, 1985) or Steve 

Jobs. Transformational leadership is characterized by charisma (idealized influence), 

inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration (Bass & 

Avolio, 1993). Charisma (a.k.a. idealized influence) involves captivating followers with a 

powerful vision (Day, 2012). This is accomplished with an appealing demeanor and 

excellent communication and public speaking skills that harness the passions of followers 

(Antonakis, Fenley & Liechti, 2011). Transformational leaders use expressive speech that 

energizes and excites their followers, who view them as role models and heroes.

Charisma helps build an intense emotional connection and devotion to the leader’s vision 

(Nahavandi, 2015). Such leaders are very persuasive, often via imagery, analogy and 

symbolism in their arguments. Charismatic leaders are energetic, enthusiastic, and 

confident, with conviction and passion (Nahavandi, 2015).
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Charisma has two components. ‘Behavioral idealized influence’ denotes leader 

behaviors that are directly observed by the followers. These contribute significantly, but 

not solely, to the second component: ‘attributional idealized influence’ which entails how 

followers perceive attributes of the leader (Day, 2012). For example, are they credible 

and with integrity? Such attributes are essential to the power of the transformational 

leader.

Charisma supports the next mechanism of transformational leadership - 

‘Inspirational Motivation’. Just as it sounds, such a leader motivates followers, who are 

inspired to model the leader and accomplish great things (Day, 2012). Transformational 

leaders motivate by setting challenging but achievable goals, exuding confidence that 

accomplishing those goals is possible, and creating a supportive environment for 

accomplishment (Nahavandi, 2015).

‘Intellectual Stimulation,’ another component of transformational leadership, 

involves stimulating the intellect of followers. Leaders do this with a captivating vision of 

the future combined with a palpable optimism and confidence that this vision can be 

obtained. They get their followers to solve problems and innovate by empowering them. 

They challenge assumptions and help others see new perspectives on old problems (Bass, 

1985). Transformational leaders question provocatively to stoke productive debate and 

discussion and keep followers open minded, questioning, and open to new solutions, 

which gets them to perform well beyond what they thought was possible (Nahavandi, 

2015).
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The final mechanism of transformational leadership is ‘Individual Consideration.’ 

These leaders have personal consideration for their followers through direct relationships 

with subordinates. They build relationships with personal attention that are supportive 

and motivating, often involving coaching and personal development. This also allows the 

leader to harness the specific talents of followers in the best ways for the best outcomes. 

This personal attention to individual followers builds motivation, trust, and empowerment 

for optimal outcomes (Nahavandi, 2015).

Effects of Transformational Leadership on Worker Flow

The components of transformational leadership (idealized influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, individual consideration) logically lend themselves to 

providing the preconditions (clearly defined goals, sufficiently challenging, immediate 

feedback) and characteristics of flow (psychological absorption, enjoyment, intrinsic 

motivation). Idealized influence involves a vision that can be a clearly defined goal (Day, 

2012) and individual consideration involves one-on-one relationships that nurture 

follower development in part by setting clear goals (Nahavandi, 2015). Intellectual 

stimulation can provide the sufficient challenge to think outside the box and accomplish 

greatness (Bass, 1985). Psychological absorption tends to occur in tasks that are 

sufficiently challenging rather than those too easy or difficult (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 

Individual consideration involves fostering direct relationships with followers, supporting 

and coaching them in development, which can be facilitated (in part) by providing
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feedback (Navahandi, 2015). It should be noted, however, that this type of feedback may 

be delayed and not necessarily be the same type of immediate task feedback required for 

flow. The charisma, vision, and inspirational motivation of a transformational leader 

imbues a sense of purpose, value, and meaning to the goals and people are intrinsically 

motivated to do work that gives them meaning (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Individual 

consideration with a supportive leader who empowers workers is motivating (Nahavandi, 

2015). Intrinsic motivation is defined by the drive to do something simply for the 

pleasure or satisfaction of it, so by definition leads to enjoyment (Bakker, 2005).

Leaders usually have significant influence on the selection, placement, and task 

assignments of workers. A worker well matched to their task should be more likely to 

experience flow than a worker with tasks that do not suite him or her (Linsner, 2009).

The individual consideration element of transformational leadership improves chances of 

a good worker-task match. Leaders’ styles also strongly influence the overall work 

environment, which can either create a supportive workplace where flow can prosper or a 

stressful, distracting environment which could interrupt or distract from flow. Supervisors 

can also influence the intrinsic motivation of subordinates (Zhou, 2003).

Linsner (2009) was the first to investigate and find a significant correlation 

between transformational leadership and flow. Her hypothesis was that transformational 

leadership creates a positive psychological climate, which is conducive to flow. 

Psychological climate denotes “individuals’ perceptions of and the meanings they assign 

to their environment” (Linsner, 2009, p.40). In her study, 490 surveys were completed by
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full time employees contacted through the StudyResponse volunteer-based survey 

organization. The survey measured work-related, transformational leadership behaviors, 

and 5 of the 6 dimensions of psychological climate: contribution, recognition, 

challenging work, role clarification, and supportive management. Statistical analysis 

revealed that transformational leadership was positively correlated with flow (/?= .52,/? < 

.01). Furthermore, contribution, recognition, and challenge (all indicators of 

psychological meaningfulness) were found to be significant mediators, but role clarity 

and supportive management did not add significantly to the model. Interestingly, Linsner 

admits that role clarity and supportive management have significant correlations with 

flow if they were the only predictor. There is evidence that transformational leadership 

fosters meaning in the workplace and intrinsic motivation in workers (Linsner, 2009). In 

this investigation I will first attempt to reproduce Linsner’s finding that:

Hypothesis 1: Work-related flow experiences of workers will be positively 

associated with transformational leadership.

A weakness of Linsner’s study is the assertion that transformational leadership 

has a strong indirect effect on flow in the workplace (via psychological climate), however 

this was a correlational study from which effect cannot be ascertained. Also, it did not 

measure nor consider transactional leadership behaviors, some of which are highly 

correlated with transformational leadership behaviors. It also neglected to compare this
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relationship against Laissez-Faire leadership as a sort of control. Finally, it tested a 

mediation model using cross-sectional data instead of by longitudinal investigation.

Transformational Leadership is included in the Multifactor Leadership Theory, 

also known as the Full-Range Leadership Model, along with Transactional leadership and 

Laissez-Faire leadership behaviors. Transactional leadership focuses on the ‘carrot and 

stick’ qualities of rewards and punishments to guide the behavior of workers. Focusing 

on the literal transaction of work for compensation, these practices motivate via extrinsic 

motivation and external sanctions such as salary and bonuses (Nahavandi, 2015). 

Transactional leadership has 3 dimensions: contingent reward, management by exception 

-  active and management by exception -  passive (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Contingent 

reward involves establishing clear expectations and goals of a worker and the rewards 

(e.g. salary, bonuses) to be exchanged for specific outcomes (e.g. hours worked, projects 

completed, clients recruited, etc.) (Judge et al., 2004). Management by exception (MBE) 

is the corrective action a leader takes when workers are not meeting expectations. MBE is 

considered to be “active” when a manager is actively monitoring workers and taking pre

emptive actions for anticipated problems. MBE - passive is when a manager only takes 

action after problems arise (Judge et al., 2004). The final style in this leadership theory is 

Laissez-Faire which is characterized by an absent, unengaged leader (Judge et al., 2004).

Transformational and transactional leadership styles are not mutually exclusive, 

and leaders can engage in both styles to different degrees independently of each other. 

Also, the same leader can vary his or her style depending on the circumstance (Bass,
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1985). These two leadership styles can complement each other, having what is known as 

an augmentation effect (Linsner, 2009; Bass, 1985).

To date, no investigation of the relationships between flow and transactional 

leadership nor laissez-faire leadership can been found. Theoretically there is little to 

suggest either of these leadership styles should be related to flow experience and its 

related preconditions (clearly defined goals, sufficiently challenging, immediate 

feedback) and characteristics (psychological absorption, enjoyment, intrinsic motivation). 

The contingent reward of transactional leadership could make work goals clear. 

Management by exception provides feedback but it is only when things are about to or 

already have gone wrong. Flow requires more immediate task feedback even when things 

go as planned. The type of feedback from a leader included in transformational leadership 

is richer, more supportive, and developmentally focused than transactional leadership, 

even when things go as planned. This leads to encouragement and motivation 

(Nahavandi, 2015), which fosters flow. Unlike transformational leadership, transactional 

leadership has no defined characteristics that relate to the level of challenge a worker 

feels about their work. Since transformational leadership is highly correlated with 

contingent reward (r = .80) (Judge & Piccolo, 2004), do transactional leadership practices 

contribute to flow significantly more than that contributed by transformational 

leadership?

The literature reveals that leader-provided support is correlated with employee 

engagement (Breevaart, Bakker, Demerouti, & van den Heuvel, 2015), and flow can be
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considered a momentary measure of engagement (Linsner, 2009). Colbert (2012) 

investigated various leadership styles and behaviors -  transformational, authentic, and 

transactional, and their relationship to employee engagement at a chemical plant. He 

found that leadership styles do not correlate with engagement, but did find correlations 

with certain leader behaviors: transparency, involving, rewarding, and recognizing 

employees, involving employees in “change activities” and “connecting the dots for 

employees”. Harris (2006) found that employee engagement could be predicted by the 

“effectiveness of leaderships’ communication.” (p. iii). Xu & Helena (2011) found that 

the degree to which leaders support their teams is the strongest predictor of engagement, 

but also how effectively they perform as a leader and their perceived integrity. Zhang, 

Avery, Bergsteiner & More (2014) found some styles of leadership (visionary and 

organic) are associated with employee engagement while others (classical and 

transactional) are not.

Peters, Poutsma, van der Heijden, Bakker & de Bruijn (2014) found that only 

workers who felt empowered (defined as teamwork, goals, and deadlines but particularly 

by autonomy) experienced more flow at work than their peers. Workers could be 

empowered by the “intellectual stimulation” component of transformational leadership 

compared to transactional leadership - which has no criteria relevant to empowerment. 

They also found that trusting relationships, including between leader and followers, is 

correlated with workplace flow, and the inspirational message of transformational 

leadership is predicated upon such trust, further bolstering the argument that
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transformational leadership will be positively correlated with flow, compared to 

transactional leadership practices which make no mention of trust. These studies support 

that transformational leadership practices would likely be more impactful to flow than 

transactional behaviors. Since transformational leadership has qualities significantly more 

conducive to flow than transactional leadership behaviors, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: Work-related flow of workers is positively associated with the 

transformational leadership while controlling for transactional leadership.

Laissez-faire leadership, in contrast, is characterized by a leader who is 

uninvolved and absent. This leadership style is rarely studied compared to the extremely 

popular transformational leadership style, but is important at the very least as a contrast 

point. After all, the cheapest and easiest leadership is an absent leader, so it’s valuable to 

ensure that findings related to transformational leadership are actually significantly better 

than the much cheaper and easier laissez-faire leadership. Also, laissez-faire leadership 

style brings some interesting considerations. Meta-analyses have suggested that passive 

leadership styles are usually ineffective, and active leadership styles (such as 

transformational and transactional leadership) are more effective (Lowe & Galen Kroeck, 

1996). However, Yang (2015) argues that this type of leadership is not necessarily 

detrimental but can, in some situations, be strategic and advantageous on several fronts.

A laissez faire leader can provide workers autonomy, which is essential for flow states
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(cf. Amundsen and Martinsen, 2014 as cited in Yang 2015). Furthermore, a laissez faire 

leader, by their lack of involvement, is less likely to distract and interrupt absorption and 

flow states less than an involved leader. An uninvolved leader would be less likely to 

match workers to suitably challenging and engaging work, whereas a transformational 

leadership involves intellectual stimulation which provides challenge, an antecedent to 

flow. Furthermore, a lack of feedback from a laissez-faire leader could be less supportive 

of flow than the feedback that comes from transformational and transactional leaders. 

Transformational leaders act in ways that foster intrinsic motivation and enjoyment, parts 

of flow, whereas Laissez-faire leaders (by definition) do nothing. While arguably laissez- 

faire leadership style could facilitate flow states in specific situations, there isn’t 

sufficient evidence that it would affect the relationship of transformational leadership 

with flow. Hence, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: Work-related flow of workers is positively associated with the 

transformational leadership while controlling for laissez faire leadership.

Moderating Effect of Social Cohesion

Social Cohesion is defined by a sense of belonging / community and morale 

(Bollen & Hoyle, 1990). Google is an example of a workplace with high social cohesion - 

a sense of community is fostered in its many social activities and community groups and
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its high morale (satisfaction and pride) is evident in its numerous awards as a top place to 

work. Work groups with high social cohesion are going to be motivated to work closer 

and spend more time together because people generally enjoy a sense of belonging / 

community and morale. Conversely, workgroups with low social cohesion will have less 

desire to engage socially, and therefore generally have less exposure to each other. This is 

likely to impact the effectiveness of a leader.

Co-workers are a significant component in many jobs so it seems reasonable that 

social cohesion in the workplace could have a synergistic effect with leadership on flow 

experiences. Since most leaders lead many people, transformational leadership behaviors 

of a leader are likely to affect flow experiences for many workers. Flow amongst 

employees could be spread and amplified by social contagion -  the unintentional passing 

of mood, outlook, or behavior between people (Levy & Nail, 1993). The more time spent 

together and closer a workgroup the more opportunity for flow (and its components 

intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, and absorption) to spread and amplify as social 

contagion. A workgroup with high social cohesion will have more time together and 

more opportunities for flow, as a social contagion, to spread, amplifying the leader’s 

effect on flow. Conversely, a workgroup with low social cohesion will have less 

motivation to spend time together with therefore less opportunity for flow to be amplified 

as a social contagion. In this way, social cohesion could moderate the relationship 

between transformational leadership and flow.
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Furthermore, transformational leaders stimulate the intellect of his/her followers, 

which fosters a level of challenge needed for flow states. Followers often mimic leader 

behavior, especially transformational leaders (Nahavandi, 2015), which further stimulates 

the intellect within the group. A highly cohesive group will have more exposure with 

each other, providing more opportunities for followers to spread and amplify and this 

intellectual stimulation and subsequent flow, as compared a work group with low social 

cohesion who has less exposure to each other.

Transformational leadership works to bring about change often by harnessing the 

collective coordinated efforts of followers, so it seems logical that higher levels of social 

cohesion amongst the followers could strengthen the relationship that transformational 

leadership has with flow. Conversely, it follows logically that low social cohesion could 

disrupt and weaken this relationship. Therefore we sought to test our hypothesis that:

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between transformational leadership and flow is 

moderated by social cohesion. Specifically, transformational leadership will have a 

stronger positive correlation with flow when social cohesion is high rather than low.
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Method 

Participants

Participants were recruited and surveyed via Amazon’s MTurk which is 

administered online via a website accessible across the globe. Various studies have 

supported this as an acceptable form of data collection. MTurk respondents have been 

seen to be more attentive to instructions and responsive to minute text differences than 

conventional convenience samples of college students (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016). The 

pool of MTurk respondents is large and diverse across many countries (mostly USA and 

India) and while it can supplement or replace the usual convenience sampling of college 

students used in psychological investigations, it shouldn’t be considered as representative 

of the larger population (Paolacci & Chandler, 2014). In a review of the literature, 

Paolacci & Chandler (2014) concluded that the attention of MTurk respondents and the 

reliability and quality of the data they provide is comparable to, if not better than, that 

typically provided by usual convenience samples used in social science research. They 

warn that MTurk respondents are typically more likely to want to please the requestor, so 

it’s important to conceal the research hypotheses until debrief (which was the approach in 

the current study).

To strengthen the quality of the data, the survey was deployed in MTurk only to 

respondents with an approval rate (from work with past requesters) of at least 95%. 

Participants confirmed eligibility at the beginning of the survey that they are 18 or more
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years old, they work full time, they are not self-employed, and they have been reporting 

to the same direct supervisor for at least the last 6 months. Of 314 total responses, 48 

surveys were removed from the analysis because they did not include acceptable 

responses to two attention checks in the survey (e.g. “Please mark strongly disagree”). A 

risk to data integrity is careless or thoughtless respondents (Huang & Bowling, 2015) and 

these attention checks improve the likelihood that all survey questions were read and 

replied to intentionally. One more survey response was removed from the analysis 

because they responded in separate questions after the eligibility check that they only 

report to one supervisor whom they have reported to for less than 6 months, which 

essentially means that they did not meet the inclusion criteria. The remaining surveys 

were inspected to insure adequate completion of scale items. One participant’s responses 

were removed from the analysis because scales were mostly completed except social 

cohesion, which was entirely unanswered. Amongst the remaining surveys there was only 

one scale item (one of 4 for charisma) by one respondent that was left unanswered, but 3 

of the 4 charisma items were completed so this was included and charisma was scored 

from the 3 items answered. This left a total of 264 responses for the data analysis.

Reported gender was 176 males and 87 females. The most frequent and average 

age group of participants was 25-34 year old. Respondents spanned the globe: 84 were 

from USA, 130 from India, and the remaining 50 from a range of countries, with no more 

than 8 from the same country.
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Measures: Materials and Apparatus

Flow in the workplace was measured via the 13 item work-related flow (a.k.a. 

“WOLF”) inventory scale by Bakker (2008), which is a composite measure with three 

components: absorption (4 items, e.g. “When I am working I think about nothing else”), 

enjoyment (4 items, e.g. “I do my work with a lot of enjoyment”), and intrinsic 

motivation (5 items, e.g. “When I am working on something, I am doing it for myself’), 

measured on a 7 point scale from ‘never’ to ‘always’. The responses to this scale were 

acceptably reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of .943. The subscale items also showed 

acceptable reliability with Cronbach’s alpha of .876 for psychological absorption, .934 

for enjoyment and .878 for intrinsic motivation.

Respondents’ perceptions of their direct managers’ leadership style 

(transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire) were measured with the 21-item 

leadership scale developed by Dussault, Frenette, and Fernet (2013). Responses on a 7- 

point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree measured transformational leadership 

(12 items, e.g. “Speaks enthusiastically”) transactional leadership in components 

contingent reward (3 items, e.g. “Recognizes when staff do good work”) and 

management-by-exception (MBE) (3 items, e.g. “Reprimands staff who do not follow the 

institutional rules.”) and laissez-faire leadership (3 items, e.g. “Is not available.”) This 

scale showed acceptable reliability with Cronbach’s alpha of .949 for transformational 

leadership, .873 for contingent reward, .728 for management-by-exception, and .830 for 

laissez-faire leadership.
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Social Cohesion in the workplace was measured with the 6-item Perceived Social 

Cohesion scale developed by Bollen et al. (1990). This measures perceptions of social 

cohesion in terms of belonging/community (3 items, e.g. “I feel a sense of belonging with 

my co-workers”) and morale (3 items, e.g. “I am enthusiastic about my workplace”). 

Responses to this scale showed acceptable reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of .901.

Other information collected included age, gender, country, tenure in current 

position, whether their position is managerial or not, industry, sector, size of 

organization, and whether English is their first language or not. Also collected was the 

number of direct managers respondents have, how frequently they interact with their 

direct manager in total, in face to face, if they usually work at the same site as their 

supervisor, and how long they’ve been reporting to their manager. This was all collected 

for informational purposes only.

Analysis

Hypothesis 1 was tested by calculating the correlation between the score on 

transformational leadership (Tform) and the score on the WOLF. Hypothesis 2 was tested 

with a hierarchical regression adding contingent reward (CR) and management-by- 

exception (MBE) in the first step followed by Tform in the second step to see if the latter 

uniquely accounts for significant variance of flow. This was then repeated for hypothesis 

3, with only laissez-faire (LF) leadership in the first step and then Tform in the second 

step. Hypothesis 4 was tested via hierarchical moderated regression with mean-centered
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predictors, to test for interactive effects of Tform and social cohesion (Coh) on flow (per 

Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). To facilitate interpretation of the results, a graph 

was created of the relationship between Tform and flow for high (+1 standard deviation) 

and low (-1 standard deviation) values of social cohesion, and a simple slope analysis 

was executed.

Results

Exploratory data analysis revealed that none of the variables measured are 

normally distributed. Laissez-faire (LF) leadership was significantly positively skewed 

and all others were significantly negatively skewed (transformational leadership (Tform), 

flow, contingent reward (CR), management-by-exception (MBE), and Cohesion). 

Skewness was tested for significance following the method described by DiLalla & 

Dollinger (2006). The skewness statistic was divided by the standard error of the 

skewness, resulting in a z-score. Since this z-score is greater than 1.96 for all variables 

then the skewness is significant at p < .05. However, the normal distribution of predictors 

is not necessary for regression analysis, but the errors between the expected and actual 

values must be normal and this was validated further (Field, 2009).
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Table 1. Correlations and descriptive statistics for the study variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Flow 4.61 1.24 (.94)
2. Tform 5.34 1.04 .52*** (.95)
3. CR 5.23 1.14 .36*** .78*** (.87)
4. MBE 5.10 0.96 .35*** .66*** .68*** (.73)
5. LF 3.09 1.45 .07 _2 9 *** -.38*** -.18** (.83)
6 . Cohesion 5.32 1.11 .66*** .72*** .61*** .55*** -.13* (.90)
Note: n = 264, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001. Tform = transformational leadership. CR = 
contingent reward. MBE = management by exception. LF = laissez-faire.

Table 2. Skewness o f Study Variables

Variable Skewness Std. Error o f  
Skewness

1. Flow -0.34 0.15
2. Tform -0.91 0.15
3. CR -0.86 0.15
4. MBE -0.48 0.15
5. LF 0.30 0.15
6 . Cohesion -1.04 0.15
Note: n = 264. Tform = transformational leadership. CR = contingent 
reward. MBE = management by exception. LF = laissez-faire.

Boxplots of the variables (see Figure 1) revealed about 4-10 outliers for each of 

most of the variables. These are denoted outside the bars qualified as at least 1.5 times the 

interquartile range (the end of the bars). None of these outliers were adjusted nor 

removed in the analysis since there is no justification to do so and their inclusion would 

not increase the probability of a type I error, their removal would just strengthen the 

already strong correlations that were found.

Cultural Considerations

Since most of the subjects were split between the U.S.A. (n = 84) and India (n = 

130), the descriptive statistics and correlations found in each country were compared for 

inconsistencies (possibly due to culture effects). Table 3 shows that the results from these
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two countries are not dissimilar.

Figure 1. n = 264. Boxplot distribution o f scores (on a 7 point scale) for each variable measured. Tform = 
transformational leadership. CR = contingent reward. MBE = management by exception. LF = laissez-faire.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics from USA, India, and All Countries

Variable
USA

Mean

India

Mean

All

Mean

USA

SD

India

SD

All

SD

1. Flow 4.26 5.03 4.62 1.37 0.98 1.24

2. Tform 5.26 5.45 5.34 1.06 1.03 1.04

3. CR 5.19 5.29 5.23 1.10 1.20 1.14

4. MBE 5.08 5.15 5.10 0.96 0.94 0.96

5. LF 3.03 3.29 3.10 1.57 1.42 1.45

6 . Cohesion 5.12 5.62 5.32 1.18 0.87 1.11
Note: n = 254 (All), 84 (USA), 130 (India). Tform = transformational leadership. CR = contingent reward. MBE = 
management by exception. LF = laissez-faire.



23

Validating Assumptions

Before using multiple regression certain assumptions must be validated (Field, 

2009). First, the independent variables must not be perfectly collinear. The correlation 

(see Table 1) between IVs the correlations are a maximum of almost .80 (e.g. between 

transformational leadership and contingent reward), however per Judge et al. (2004) this 

value is to be expected. Looking further, the tolerances of none of correlations between 

IVs are 0.1 or less, and the VIF scores are not substantially more than 1 (see Table 4). 

Both of these observations support the assumption that our independent variables are not 

collinear (Field, 2009).

Table 4. Collinearity Statistics

Variable Tolerance VIF

Tform 0.28 3.57

CR 0.31 3.26

MBE 0.48 2.08

LF 0.83 1.21

Cohesion 0.46 2.17
Note: n = 264. Dependent Variable: Flow. Tform = transformational leadership. CR = contingent 
reward. MBE = management by exception. LF = laissez-faire.

In the next assumption check, the scatterplot of the regression standardized 

residuals to the regression standardized predicted values (see Figure 2) shows no apparent 

pattern, which supports the assumptions of linearity, independent errors, and 

homoscedasticity. Finally, the assumption that the errors are normally distributed is 

confirmed with the following P-P Plot (see Figure 3) and the normal distribution in the



24

histogram (see Figure 4). In conclusion, the data meets the expected assumptions for 

regression analysis.

Scatterplot 

Dependent Variable: Flow

Figure 2: Scatterplot o f the regression standardized residuals to the regression standardized predicted values

Normal P-P Plot of Regression Standardized Residual 

Dependent Variable: Flow

Figure 3: Normal P-P Plot o f Regression Standardized Residual
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Histogram 

Dependent Variable: Flow

2  30

Mean = 1 49E-15 
Std. Dev. = 0.992 
N = 264

Regression Standardized Residual

Figure 4: Histogram o f Regression Standardized Residual

Hypothesis Tests

Bivariate correlations between flow and the various forms of leadership were 

assessed across all 264 subjects (see Table 1). Flow was significantly correlated (p < .01) 

with transformational leadership (r = .52) and the two forms of transactional leadership: 

contingent reward, CR, (r = .36), and management by exception (MBE) (r = .35). There 

was no significant relationship found between flow and laissez-faire leadership (r = .07, p  

= .267).

The relationships between the various leadership styles were also significantly 

correlated. Transformational leadership was correlated with contingent reward (r = .78, p 

< .01), in alignment with previous findings (see Judge et al., 2004) and also management 

by exception (r = .66, p < .01). Unsurprisingly, laissez-faire leadership was significantly 

negatively correlated ip < .01) with all other leadership styles - transformational
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leadership (r = -.29), contingent reward (r = -.38), and management by exception (r = - 

.18).

Hypothesis 1 was supported: transformational leadership was significantly 

positively correlated with flow (n = 264, r = .518, r2 = .269) (see Figure 5).

Trartsformational Leadership R2 Linear = o 269

Figure 5. Transformational Leadership Correlation with Flow

Hypothesis 2: Transactional Leadership

A hierarchical regression analysis was used to test hypothesis 2 (see Table 5). 

Both MBE & CR were added in the first step, accounting for 14.7% of the variance in 

flow (r = .383, r = .147,/? < .001), and then transformational leadership was added in the
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second step (r = .526,/? < .001), which confirmed that transformational leadership 

uniquely accounts for an additional 13% of the variance in flow (J3 = .602, AR = .130,/? < 

.001). The Beta weight of .602 means that for every one standard deviation (SD) change 

in the Tform score, the flow score changes .602*SD in the same direction, when both CR 

& MBE remain constant.

Table 5. Hierarchical Regression for Hypothesis 2

Criterion Predictors Atf2

Flow 1. Contingent Reward (CR) .225**

Management by Exception (MBE) .192* 147***

2. Contingent Reward (CR) -.150

Management by Exception (MBE) .052

Transformational Leadership (Tform) .602*** .130***

Notes: n = 264. = standardized regression coefficient, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001.

These results support hypothesis 2 that transformational leadership is positively 

associated with flow while controlling for transactional leadership practices.

Hypothesis 3: Laissez-Faire Leadership

Laissez-Faire (LF) leadership was not significantly correlated with flow (r = .069, 

p  = .267). When transformational leadership (Tform) is subsequently added to the model, 

the AR of .316 indicates that Tform uniquely explains 31.6% of the variance of flow. 

Tform’s Beta weight of .587 means that, with LF constant, for each change in Tform 

score by 1 standard deviation, the flow score changes .587*SD in the same direction. This 

supports the third hypothesis that transformational leadership is positively associated with 

flow while controlling for laissez-faire leadership.



28

Table 6 . Hierarchical Regression for Hypothesis 3

Criterion Predictors P AR2

Flow 1. Laissez-faire (LF) .069 .005

2. Laissez-faire (LF) .238***

Transformational Leadership (Tform) .587*** .316***

Notes: n = 264. ft = standardized regression coefficient, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001

Hypothesis 4: Social Cohesion as Moderator

Social cohesion is highly positively correlated with both flow (r = .663, p  <.01) 

and transformational leadership (r = .720, p  <.01). Hierarchical moderated regression 

with mean-centered predictors was used to test for interactive effects of transformational 

leadership (Tform) and social cohesion (Coh) on flow (per Cohen et al., 2003), with no 

control variables. The results in Table 7 show that the transformational leadership by 

social cohesion interaction term explained an additional 2% of the variance in flow, 

which is statistically significant (AR = .02, p < .01).

To follow up on the interaction found, a graph was created of the relationship 

between Tform and flow for high (+1 standard deviation) and low (-1 standard deviation) 

values of social cohesion (see Figure 6). The statistical analysis in Table 7 and Figure 6 

support hypothesis 4 that social cohesion moderates the relationship between Tform and 

flow: that is, Tform is more strongly associated with flow among subordinates who 

reported high social cohesion than among those who reported low social cohesion.

A simple slope analysis revealed that the relationship between transformational 

leadership and flow is significant only when social cohesion is relatively high: at 12*SD
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above the mean: 6.6 and above (on a 7 point scale; note that 6.4 is one standard deviation 

above the mean). When social cohesion is 6.6, the simple slope of transformational 

leadership to flow is 0.291 (t = .1.990,p  <.05). Statistically, a significant negative 

relationship (p < .05) also exists when social cohesion is also really low (at 1.1 and below 

when 1 is the minimum score), but this is likely a mathematical artifact as the boxplot 

(see Figure 1) shows there are far too few actual responses at this level of social cohesion 

to substantiate this conclusion.

Table 7. Moderating effects o f social cohesion and transformational leadership on flow

Criterion Predictors P AR2

Flow 1. Transformational Leadership (A) .09

Social Cohesion (B) .60*** 4 4***

2. Transformational Leadership (A) .11

Social Cohesion (B) 63***

A x B .14** .0 2 **

Notes: n =264. = standardized regression coefficient of mean centered variables.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***/?< .001

♦ Low Social 
Cohesion

"■■‘'H ig h  Social 
Cohesion

Low Transformational 
Leadership

High Transformational 
Leadership

Figure 6 . The moderating effect o f social cohesion on the relationship between transformational leadership and flow.
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Discussion

This study expands our understanding of how transformational leadership and 

social cohesion are related to flow experiences in the workplace. The psychological state 

o f ‘flow’ is one of many levels and aspects of employee engagement and is characterized 

by absorption, enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation during work. Transformational 

leadership style is characterized by idealized influence (charisma), inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Social cohesion 

includes a sense of belonging/community and morale.

Consistent with hypothesis 1, transformational leadership was positively 

associated with flow. This finding replicates the same result found by Linsner (2009), 

although the current study uses a different psychological scale to measure leadership. 

This association may occur because transformational leadership cultivates a positive 

psychological climate, which in turn fosters flow (Linsner, 2009). Furthermore, 

characteristics of transformational leadership seem logically to create preconditions 

necessary for flow. For example, intellectual stimulation creates challenge, and 

psychological absorption tends to occur in tasks that are sufficiently challenging. 

Individualized consideration may provide sufficient resources and feedback to support 

flow. Inspirational motivation can foster intrinsic motivation, and enjoyment often 

follows from working with intrinsic motivation.

Since transformational leadership is highly correlated with transactional 

leadership (Judge et al., 2004) it is valuable to control for the latter to ensure that
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transformational leadership is uniquely associated with flow and that transactional 

leadership is not the third variable explaining this relationship. Unique to this study, 

transactional and laissez-faire leadership behaviors were measured and statistically 

controlled for. Consistent with hypotheses 2 and 3, transformational leadership still 

accounted for a significant amount of variance when added to the regression model after 

transactional and laissez-faire leadership. Hypothesis 2 and 3 were supported, which 

further strengthens the first hypothesis by showing that that transformational leadership 

practices are uniquely associated with flow above and beyond transactional and laissez- 

faire leadership behaviors.

Consistent with hypothesis 4, social cohesion was found to moderate the 

relationship between transformational leadership and flow such that transformational 

leadership has a stronger positive correlation with flow when social cohesion is high 

rather than low. In fact, transformational leadership only has a significant relationship 

with flow at very high levels of social cohesion -  at more than 1.2 standard deviations 

above the mean. This could mean that transformational leadership only effects flow at 

very high levels of social cohesion. This finding may have occurred because the effects 

of transformational leadership on flow could be amplified by social contagion and a 

highly socially cohesive workgroup is going to enable that contagion to spread more 

effectively than a workplace low in social cohesion.
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Practical Implications

Workplace flow is desirable for organizations because it is associated to 

numerous beneficial outcomes such as creativity (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1989; Zubair et 

al., 2015), performance (Bakker, 2005; Demerouti, 2006) and percentage of time actually 

working (Csikszentmihalyi, 1978 as cited in Linsner, 2009). Flows components 

(absorption, enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation) have been separately associated with 

less absence (Aamodt, 2013), curiosity, flexibility, risk taking, higher performance, and 

resilience against challenges (Utman, 1997; Zhou, 2003). It has been argued that flow is a 

form of engagement (Linsner, 2009), which is associated to productivity (Andrew, 2012; 

Richards, 2013), organizational commitment (Hanaysha, 2016), turnover, profitability, 

safety, client satisfaction & loyalty (Harter et al., 2002).

The findings of this study could mean that fostering transformational leadership 

behaviors and social cohesion through development, selection, and promotional 

interventions may lead to more flow in the workplace. Transformational leadership 

behaviors can be measured and considered for promotion decisions, and there is some 

evidence that at least elements of this leadership style can be learned (Antonakis et al.,

2011). Social cohesion can be fostered through many interventions. For example, 

processes and activities that enable informational and social interaction and foster group 

acceptance (Noel, 2006). Leaders can promote cohesion by clarifying roles, managing 

conflict effectively within the group via communication and information sharing (Noel, 

2006) and creating a safe climate for participation (Anderson & West, 1998).
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Organizations have many options to improve their transformational leadership and social 

cohesion, which may lead to more flow in the workplace.

Limitations and Future Directions

No causal claims can be made from the results of a cross-sectional, correlational 

study like this. However, other explanations of this relationship seem less likely. This 

relationship could be explained by a third variable that causes both transformational 

leadership and flow to positively correlate, but such a variable would still need to be 

identified. Worker flow could cause leaders to behave in a more transformational style, 

but this seems illogical. Flow states could lead workers to perceive their leader as 

exhibiting more transformational leadership behaviors, but this explanation requires 

further substantiation. Only an experimental study can definitively ascertain causation. 

Such an organizational experiment could first measure managers’ styles to identify pre

existing low and high transformational leaders (as the experimental conditions), then 

randomly assigning subordinates to work with these leaders while measuring their flow 

states. In workplaces where an ever-changing work schedule continuously mixes up 

workers shifts with different managers, such as a restaurant or retail operation, this 

approach could be applied in a quasi-experimental fashion, especially if flow were 

measured during or immediately after each work shift via experiences sampling method 

(Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1989).
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There are further considerations about the scales used to measure the constructs 

for this study. First, none of the scale items were reverse coded and a good scale includes 

reverse coded items (Dilalla et al., 2006).

The leadership scale used is relatively new, devised by Dussault et al. in 2013 as a 

self-report measure originally for a study of school principals in Quebec. For this study 

the items were modified from self-report for the respondent to assess their direct 

supervisor. Validity of the scale may not generalize to this different condition.

The WOLF scale used to measure workers experience of flow is not without 

controversy. This scale asks the respondent about the last two weeks. There are limits to 

such reflection, such as recency bias, inaccurate memory, and averaging out what may be 

highly variable experiences across this large time span. Flow is a momentary experience 

that may be better measured in the moment. For example, Experiences Sampling Method 

(Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1989; Mugford, 2004) collects data about particular moments in 

the actual moment via electronic collection (pagers, text messages, or a smartphone app 

could collect data). Also, the WOLF scale has shown questionable ability to discriminate 

between enjoyment and intrinsic motivation (Happell, Gaskin, & Platania-Phung, 2015). 

Also, the reduction of flow into the WOLF components of psychological absorption, 

intrinsic motivation, and enjoyment is questionable as it deviates from 

Csikszentmihalyi’s preconditions of a balance of challenge and skill and immediate 

feedback and there is some evidence that enjoyment and intrinsic motivation overlap as 

constructs and can be low during flow at work (Happell et al., 2015). The very definition
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of flow and its elements are still in flux and could be measured in many ways for future 

study.

Regarding the final scale for perceived cohesion developed by Bollen et al. 

(1990), consisting of measures of belonging/community and morale, the morale items 

(e.g. “I am happy to work where I do”), even at face value, could be overlapping with the 

enjoyment subscale of the WOLF (e.g. “I feel happy during my work”). The former 

regards an overall assessment of the workplace while the latter regards the emotion 

during the work tasks of the last 2 weeks, but their similar wording may easily confuse 

respondents such that they would respond to an identical interpretation of these items.

Finally, 128, or 48% of, respondents report to only one direct supervisor, while 

the remaining report to two (35%) or more (17%) supervisors. This study asked 

respondents to answer leadership behaviors considering the leader they interact with the 

most, but further consideration could be given to subjects reporting to more than one 

supervisor who may have very different leadership styles. Also, leaders that workers 

don’t directly report to can still influence workers’ flow. Future studies could look at 

these factors in more detail, possibly asking workers to reflect on the overall leadership 

they experience at their organization.

Conclusion

Leaders have a big impact across organizations and employees. It seems logical 

that their leadership style could have a profound effect on subordinates’ flow experiences
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at work. While this study cannot ascertain causality, transformational leadership 

behaviors were found to be positively related to flow, even while controlling for 

transactional and laissez-faire leadership behaviors. Social cohesion was found to 

moderate this relationship such that transformational leadership has a stronger positive 

relationship with flow when social cohesion is high rather than low. Since flow, as a 

measure of employee engagement, is related to all sorts of desirable organizational 

outcomes such as job performance and productivity, it’s an important endeavor to 

understand how leaders can be effective in this way.
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Appendix A: Work Related Flow (WOLF) Scale by Bakker (2008)

The following statements refer to the way in which you experienced your work 

during the last 2 weeks. Please indicate how often you experienced each of the 

statements. If you wish to not respond to any item, please confirm by selecting "n/a" for

that item. (1 = never, 2 = almost never, 3 = sometimes, 4 = regularly, 5 = often, 6 = very

often, 7 = always)

a. When I am working I think about nothing else.

b. I get carried away by my work.

c. When I am working, I forget everything else around me.

d. I am totally immersed in my work.

e. My work gives me a good feeling.

f. I do my work with a lot of enjoyment.

g. I feel happy during my work.

h. I feel cheerful when I am working.

i. I would still do this work, even if I received less pay. 

j. I find that I also want to work in my free time.

k. I work because I enjoy it.

1. When I am working on something, I am doing it for myself.

n. I get my motivation from the work itself, and not from the reward for it.
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Appendix B: Leadership Scale (adopted from Dussault et al., 2013)

Rate your direct supervisor. If you report to more than one direct supervisor, 

answer these questions thinking of your most frequent supervisor -  the one you interact 

with the most. “My direct supervisor.. ( 7  point response scale from Strongly Disagree 

to Strongly Agree)

a. Speaks enthusiastically.

b. Respects the opinions of others.

c. Listens attentively to others.

d. Encourages his/her staff to take professional training.

e. Is optimistic about the future.

f. Supports staff who need help.

g. Communicates his/her vision of the future.

h. Gets staff involved in the problem-solving process.

i. Respects other people’s feelings.

j. Shares information with his/her staff, 

k. Is cheerful.

1. Takes into account the needs of his/her staff when he/she makes decisions, 

m. Does not return phone calls, emails, instant messages, and other attempts to 

contact him/her. 

n. Particularly recognizes good work.
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o. Recognizes when staff do good work.

p. When he/she sees that someone is having problems at work, he/she makes sure 

that the problem gets fixed, 

q. Is not available when people need him/her. 

r. Congratulates everybody when they do good work.

s. Follows up on tasks to find out if there are any problems, and if necessary, he/she 

corrects them.

t. Reprimands staff who do not follow the institutional rules,

u. Is not available.
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Appendix C: Perceived Cohesion Scale (adopted from Bollen et al., 1990)

Please rate how you feel about the following statements. For ‘co-workers’ please 

reflect on all of the people you usually work with such as peers, managers, and direct 

reports. (7 point response scale from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree)

a. I feel a sense of belonging with my co-workers.

b. I feel that I am a member of a community with my co-workers.

c. I see myself as part of the community with my co-workers.

d. I am enthusiastic about my workplace.

e. I am happy to work where I do.

f. My workplace is one of the best places to work in the nation.


