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A B S T R A C T

Leadership has received significant attention over the past years. Now is the time to refine how leaders impact on
followers and their attitudes. This study examines how inspirational leaders influence follower characteristics
(FC), and in turn, their happiness at work. In this study, the mediating effect of follower characteristics in the
relationship between inspirational leadership and happiness at work was specifically examined. Data was
gathered from 389 frontline banking employees working in Italian and Spanish banks. A confirmatory factor
analysis revealed a positive partial mediating role of follower characteristics in the relationship between in-
spirational leadership and happiness at work. Results showed that inspirational leadership exerts a more positive
influence on followers' happiness at work when follower characteristics are more positive. Our discussion
highlights the importance of understanding the role of the follower characteristics that are involved in the
effectiveness of inspirational leadership.

1. Introduction

Leadership is one of the most written-about topics in literature.
Numerous books and research papers have discussed the essence,
meaning and role of an effective leader (Alvesson, Blom, & Sveningsson,
2016; Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & McKee, 2014; Lukoschek,
Gerlach, Stock, & Xin, 2018; Newman, Herman, Schwarz, & Nielsen,
2018). However, leadership is becoming less ethical (Byun, Karau, Dai,
& Lee, 2018), and there is increasing interest in obtaining short-term
results. Greed, selfishness, a continuous desire for more, and irreflexive
and unbridled ambition would seem to be a cancerous illness at present
(Neuschel, 2005), particularly in the banking industry. Over the last
few years, banking firms have witnessed an important lack of profes-
sional competence (Callejas-Albiñana, Martínez-Rodríguez, Callejas-
Albiñana, & de Vidales-Carrasco, 2017) and in the light of this situation,
there may be a need to carry out organizational innovation in the
sector, to move away from traditional systems to more flexible designs
and relationships (Kornelakis, 2014). Along these lines, it has been
suggested that the relationship between leadership style and positive
attitudes (Alavi & Gill, 2017), such as commitment and job satisfaction,
are key challenges (Lu, Xie, & Guo, 2018), in particular in the current
banking sector (Belias et al., 2014). However, very few studies have
examined the effects of leadership style on positive attitudes

(Kopperud, Martinsen, & Humborstad, 2014), and there is considerable
uncertainty over several issues in this relationship (Belias et al., 2014).
Following this, following Lu et al. (2018) logic, we argue that inspira-
tion, a central dimension of transformational leadership which, in turn,
may be a shared aspect of other leadership styles, goes some way to-
wards explaining how leadership fosters followers' positive attitudes.

A leader must invest time and work in developing his or her in-
tellect, which generates inspiration (Mistry & Hule, 2015). What does it
mean to be an inspirational leader? Inspirational leaders have vision
and higher goals, and gain respect from and promote the participation
of employees. Inspirational leadership (IL) provides meaning to needs
and actions. Inspirational leaders are capable of seeing what followers
need and what followers consider challenging. Dialogue, transparency
and positive energy are frequently associated with IL. In contrast to
ethical leadership (Walumbwa, Hartnell, & Misati, 2017; Riivari &
Lämsä, 2014), IL not only demonstrates respect and fair behavior, but
also provides energy, positivity and motivation for their followers. In
this sense, prior research has shown that employee well-being depends
not only on the physical work context, but also the psychosocial work
environment (Gilbreath & Benson, 2004), in which leaders play a key
role. Attention has centered on determining the developmental dy-
namics between leadership and follower attitudes (Gardner, Avolio, &
Walumbwa, 2005). For example, Sparks, Faragher, and Cooper (2001)
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revealed that management style is an essential element for employee
well-being. In addition, authentic leaders are likely to positively affect
followers' job satisfaction (Gardner et al., 2005). Leaders are considered
fundamental actors because they significantly influence employees'
lives (Harris & Kacmar, 2006). In banking services, where teamwork is
fundamental, leaders need to empower followers and promote au-
tonomy and pro-activeness among them (Hao, Wei, & Li-Rong, 2017).
Transformational leadership has proved to positively affect followers'
attitudes, such as commitment (Riaz, Akram, & Ijaz, 2011) and job
satisfaction (Bushra, Ahmad, & Naveed, 2011). However, the limita-
tions of existing leadership styles, such as transformational and char-
ismatic leadership, have led some researchers to focus on new modes of
leadership. Since little research has explored the role of positive atti-
tudes at work (Warr & Inceoglu, 2018) and the effects of IL on broad-
based positive attitudes, the first objective of this research is to examine
the effects of IL on happiness at work (HAW).

In this research, a positive, transparent and genuine IL style is likely
to help followers to meet today's challenges. Inspirational leadership
transmits passion to teams, makes true believers of everyone else, en-
courages performance, promotes certain types of behavior (Murnieks,
Cardon, Sudek, White, & Brooks, 2016) and motivates followers to
engage in self-sacrifice for the sake of collective goals (Howell &
Shamir, 2005). Hence, IL is expected to develop followers' capabilities
(Baas, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2008) and, in turn, their characteristics. On
the basis of the job demands-resources theory, increased psychological
resources lead to positive attitudes. Accordingly, higher levels of HAW
are likely to be found. Due to all these reasons, our second objective is
to check and assess the mediating role of FC in the relationship between
IL and HAW. This paper is organized as follows. First, the concepts of
HAW, IL and FC are reviewed. Then, methodology and results are
presented. Finally, the conclusions are discussed and future research
lines are suggested.

2. The leadership style, well-being and HAW: Theoretical
background

In all ages and places, the pursuit of wellbeing seems to be one of
the most constant and tenacious aims of human beings. Wellbeing has
been a central concern in philosophy, psychology, sociology, medicine,
law, literature and religion. Following the Second War, thanks to the
huge progress in scientific and medical knowledge, the wellbeing
movement began and gained increasing attention in both everyday life
and scientific domains. Terms similar and/or related to the notion of
wellbeing (wellness, happiness, quality of life, life satisfaction and work
satisfaction) became very common. Regarding this topic, organizational
literature is more and more drawing the attention of managers and
scholars on the role of leadership in promoting wellbeing in workplaces
and organizations. Since the seminal Hawthorne experiments
(1920s–1930s) both practitioners and organizational researchers have
been fascinated by the hypothesis that performance, employee's well-
being and leadership style are mutually interdependent and reinforcing
each other (Quaglino & Ghislieri, 2004). However, despite the several
theoretical and empirical efforts, the pursuing of happiness and well-
being in organizations through a specific leadership style consistent
with the context still remain a challenging goal for scholars and man-
agers (Author A). The role of team leader has radically changed, in the
last years, from that of team coordinator to that of real knowledge-
seeker and knowledge-creator. Team leaders, in fact, combine day-by-
day capabilities, information and cognitive slack (Author B) to ensure
the viability of the team, with broader qualities (e.g. leadership) to
reach consensus among team members and create a collective value
which is higher than the sum of single members' value (Barile, Saviano,
& Simone, 2015). However, many conflicts, for example, develop out of
a basic unwillingness to understand another party's interests (Fisher &
Ury, 1981) (e.g. in the team environment, a problem can be badly ex-
acerbated due to the essential ambiguity that exists in terms of formal

and emergent channels of authority). The more profound the mis-
alignment, the greater the likelihood of individuals and groups dividing
up into “us” versus “them” encampments, which continue to promote
and provoke conflict (Pinto & Kharbanda, 1995).

The presence of these heterogeneous and multifaceted elements of
conflict can generate, in absence of their careful understanding, not
simply the failure of one project but also individual consequence in
terms of intrinsic motivation and perceived self-efficacy (Bandura,
2007). A lack of trust, respect, effective listening skills, and perceptual
differences can lead to serious communication problems. Empathy and
appropriate framing abilities, therefore, are unavoidable leader's cap-
abilities to ensure health and wellbeing of the people within the team.
In order for a team to create value, in fact, team members have to be
happy and engaged. For this reason, team member's engagement is
considered a fundamental influencer in social value creation. If team
members lose their interest in a given project or do not perceive it as
important, they will not perform as well as expected, feeling dis-
connected. Success occurs when teams are able to work closely together
to effectively solve complex problems and share the lessons learned to
the rest of the organization (Author B). Thus, team leaders' commu-
nication skills - tested by overlapping areas of responsibility, gray lines
of authority, delegation problems, complex project organizational
structures, and conflicts among participants – assume a central role in
shaping wellbeing from misunderstanding and conflict. Team leaders
and their teams, in fact, must develop effective communication skills
(especially listening skills) to resolve conflicts and learn how to create a
positive atmosphere to gain team members' acceptance of and com-
mitment to group goals (Verma, 1998). In this wide scenario, the role of
leader is strictly related with the team behavior and commitment. Team
leaders play the irreplaceable role of society's feelings interprets, balan-
cing group cohesiveness and group contentiousness, pushing the per-
sonal interaction among team members and creating an atmosphere of
belonging, avoiding or solving the “hidden” group pathologies
(groupthink, risk shift, Asch effect, social loafing etc.). Transforming
intragroup conflict into a wellbeing opportunity, therefore, is not
simply a matter of information but, above all, of shared, positive feel-
ings.

2.1. HAW and IL: Literature background and reciprocal links

Happiness is a complex concept which involves different beliefs,
moods, personal convictions and circumstances involved (Fernández,
Gamez, de Querol Aragón, & Gil, 2018). In the organizational field, past
research developed different approaches to explain the motivational
process (Herzberg, 1959; Kunda, 1992; Weick, 1995). The concept of
happiness can be traditionally divided between hedonic happiness
(pleasant feelings and favorable judgments) and eudaimonic happiness
(feelings of growth and morally right attitudes). The first approach is
found in research on subjective well-being, based on a preponderance
of positive feelings (Schimmack, 2008). Eudaimonic well-being, in
contrast, suggest that a happy life involves doing what is right and
virtuous and developing skills and talents (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). In
general, happiness has been understood as global judgments of one's
life, life satisfaction and low levels of negative affect (Diener, Suh,
Lucas, & Smith, 1999).

The relevance of happiness at the workplace has been examined
through different concepts. Fernández et al. (2018) identifies happiness
with a sense of job satisfaction, in which people feel validated and their
self-esteem grow. Other authors are largely focused on the hedonic
experiences of pleasure and liking, and/or positive beliefs about a
certain object (i.e. affective commitment); others include eudaimonic
content, involving learning/development, growth, autonomy (i.e. self-
actualization); some others focus on cognitions (beliefs and evaluative
judgments) and affective phenomena (moods and emotions).

However, despite that quality of life in the workplace has been
considered as essential in past academic research (Joo, Joo, Lee, & Lee,
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2017), an accurate measure for HAW is still required (Fisher, 2010).
Warr (2007), for example, highlighted the redundant and large number
of measures related to HAW. Moreover, Warr and Inceoglu (2012) re-
vealed the lack of comparison between constructs related to HAW.
Fisher (2010) reviewed the concept of HAW, finding that a new con-
ceptualization of happiness at work, including both hedonic and eu-
daimonic components, was necessary. In this scenario, more recently,
and based of Fisher's (2010) conceptualization of HAW, Author A
(2017) conceptualized and measured the HAW scale. HAW is a broad,
three-dimensional construct which measures the job itself, the job
characteristics and the feelings of belonging to the organization, and
captures both hedonism and eudaimonia, and activation and pleasure
(Xanthopoulou, Bakker, & Ilies’, 2012). Author's A (2017) HAW con-
ceptualization included the constructs of engagement, job satisfaction
and affective organizational commitment. Engagement is related to
positive affectivity related to work, such as passion, enthusiasm or
energy (Macey & Schneider, 2008); job satisfaction refers to adequacy,
sufficiency, acceptability, and judgments about work as a result of job
characteristics (joy, gladness); affective organizational commitment
considers affective feelings at work, and continuance and normative
commitment at work. It includes affection for the organization, mone-
tary evaluation of belonging to the organization, and feelings of re-
sponsibility to the organization. This concept refers to emotional links,
identification and involvement in the organization (Meyer, Stanley,
Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002), and therefore combines the ideas of
activation and pleasure.

Research shows that the examination of the antecedents of positive
attitudes is currently a hot topic (Alavi & Gill, 2017), and this paper
aims to explain the working conditions that promote employees' HAW.
In particular, this research focuses on a specific leadership style,
namely, IL. In addition, the possible mediating effects of FC in the re-
lationship between IL and HAW are explored. As explained later, the
job-demands resources model supports the proposed theoretical ap-
proach.

Furthermore, it is widely accepted that the fundamental causes of
HAW are the working context and the supervisor (Fisher, 2010), but
further theoretical development and empirical evidence is required to
better understand this process (Moynihan & Sanjay, 2007). The Job
Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel,
2014) argues that job resources are the physical, psychological, social,
and organizational characteristics of a job which promote a motiva-
tional process, enhancing positive attitudes at work. For example, IL
can be considered as a job resource, as it supports employees' devel-
opment. Job demands are lack of resources (such as a lack of support
from supervisors) which leads to negative states. The JD-R approach
might be an accurate theoretical base to advance and improve the ex-
planation of the relationship between leadership style and HAW. Past
research evidences a lack of knowledge as to how positive attitudes are
fostered in the workplace (Hackman, 2009) though some progress has
been made in this area, with Breevaart et al. (2014) finding that lea-
dership style matters when explaining positive attitudes. Leadership
styles, such as transformational or authentic leadership, reveal direct
effects on positive attitudes (Tims, Bakker, & Xanthopoulou, 2011;
Wang & Hsieh, 2013). However, to our knowledge, no previous studies
have examined the relationship between IL and a broad-ranging posi-
tive attitude in the banking services context. In fact, past research on
leadership has placed little attention on examining potential connec-
tions between leadership style and positive psychology (Seligman,
Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). Rafferty and Griffin (2004) affirm that
little research has explored the effects of IL on positive attitudes. We
argue that inspiration, a key characteristic of both transformational
(Burns, 1978) and charismatic leaders (Bass, 1985; Sahmir, House, &
Arthur, 1993a, 1993b; Waldman & Yammarino, 1999), particularly
helps to predict HAW.

Among the several styles of leadership - meant as process of social
influence in which the leader seeks the voluntary participation of

collaborators in the effort to achieve organizational goals - enlightened
by the seminal organizational literature (Black & Mouton, 1964; Burns,
1978; Fiedler, 1967; Fiedler & Garcia, 1987; Hersey & Blanchard, 1969;
Waldman & Yammarino, 1999), the IL is the style according to which
the leader is highly focused to empower, energize and galvanize the
followers to participate actively in the organization (Bass, 1998). Ac-
cording to this, IL is quite intertwined with the transformational lea-
dership analyzed by Burns (1978). Transformational leadership serves
to change the status quo by appealing to followers' values and their
sense of higher purpose. Transformational leaders articulate the pro-
blems in the current system and have compelling vision of what a new
society or organization could be. This new vision of society is intimately
linked to both the leader's and followers' values; it is an ideal that is
congruent with their value systems (Hughes, Ginnett, & Curphy, 1996:
280). Transformational leadership involves four dimensions: idealized
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and in-
dividualized consideration (Avolio, 2005), and puts the focal point on
organizational objectives (Stone, Russell, & Patterson, 2004). However,
beyond the above mentioned four dimensions, transformational lea-
dership is also characterized by a further and deeper factor: inspiration,
that in turn involves communicating a vision that energizes a team
(Joshi, Lazarova, & Liao, 2009). Enthusiasm, confidence among sub-
ordinates (Yukl, 2010), extra effort (Howell & Avolio, 1993), ethical
behavior (Banerji & Krishnan, 2000) and team trust (Joshi et al., 2009):
all of them are strictly related with the IL form. A great deal of research
explores the effects of transformational leadership on a variety of out-
comes. However, a lack on research was found when examining the
impact of the inspirational dimension of transformational leadership. In
particular, the link between inspirational leadership with follower
characteristics and positive attitudes, such as HAW, still remains un-
explored. We state that inspiration might be the crucial factor re-
sponsible for improving followers' skills and abilities, and their HAW.

Past research has positively related transformational leadership to
higher levels of followers' psychological meaningfulness and safety
(Avolio, 2005), which is expected to positively affect HAW. We have
based our work on Bass (1997) and Avolio's (2005) research on the full
range leadership model to facilitate the explanation of the latent pro-
cess through which IL is expected to influence followers' HAW. Along
these lines, Sosik (2006) revealed that a leader's inspirational motiva-
tion makes followers re-think their established ways of doing things and
embraces innovative procedures to deal with both common and unusual
circumstances. Inspirational leaders would then be expected to boost
the feeling that followers are contributing to the organization with
valuable inputs. Thus, leaders who inspire are expected to increase
followers' identification with their work, feelings of involvement with
the job itself, therefore encouraging more positive attitudes (Sosik,
2006).

Inspiration refers to the action or power of moving the intellect or
emotions (Downtown, 1973), and influences followers through affec-
tive aspects and emotional appeals at work (Bass, 1985). Compared to
other leadership styles, such as authentic leadership, inspirational lea-
dership is an attractive alternative: authenticity is not really connected
with reality, as being authentic in this competitive world, particularly
in the banking sector (under high business pressures), is not a real fact
(Alvesson et al., 2016). Moreover, recent research reveals the high
correlations between authentic leadership, ethical leadership and
transformational leadership (Hoch, Bommer, Dulebohn, & Wu, 2018).
While servant leadership, understood as a leadership style that puts the
needs of followers and stakeholders first (Greenleaf, 1977), we argue
that the banking context is a complex framework to implement servant
leadership, as it involves high levels of empathy, commitment to the
growth of others or awareness (Spears, 2010), and reality shows that
the banking culture does not promote these values. In a similar sense,
the compassionate leadership style is focused on relieving pain in a
benevolent loving and non-elitist way (Swann, 2002). It would be
ambitious to imagine this leadership behavior in an industry where
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individualism, rivalry is the starting point. However, we argue that
inspiration is compatible with selfishness, as it might lead, to the
achievement of short term results. Inspiration is an open engine that
empowers employees, and positive attitudes might be the sign of this
empowerment. Inspirational leadership is a more general concept
compared to servant leadership or compassionate leadership. In fact, it
is less altruist and just involves the power of action.

Leaders make it easy to achieve desirable goals by outlining why
followers will succeed (Bass & Bass, 2008), stimulating enthusiasm
among subordinates and saying things to increase their confidence
(Kabiru, 2016). An inspirational leader sets challenging objectives,
provides meaning for action, appeals to feelings, envisions an attractive
future and defines how to get there. Inspiration promotes passion
(Murnieks et al., 2016), and makes others feel as though their concerns
are considered uniquely, thus increasing their potential (Bass & Avolio,
1990). Thus, inspirational leaders focus specifically on followers, giving
them individualized consideration. Inspirational leaders foster crea-
tivity and innovation (Maladzhi & Yan, 2014). An inspirational leader
sets challenging objectives, uses symbols to get ideas across, provides
meaning for suggested action, envisions an attractive and attainable
future, and appeals to feelings (Bass, 1998). At individual level, the
effects of leadership style on employees' attitudes are more evident
(Yun, Cox, & Sims Jr., 2006). Given that employees' attitudes are de-
termined by leadership behaviors (Liao & Chuang, 2007), we suggest
that inspirational leaders might promote HAW.

H1. IL positively and directly affects HAW.

2.2. The mediating role of follower characteristics

Past studies have addressed the FC variable as being independent
from leadership effects (Zhu, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2009), playing a
moderating role between leadership style and its impact. Followers who
show more positive characteristics are expected to strengthen the effect
of a leadership style (Conger & Kanungo, 1998). However, we argue
that leaders can modify FC. For example, impulsive leaders might harm
and destroy their followers and organizations (Myatt, 2013). Leader-
ship styles such as transformational leadership broaden the interests of
their employees, and develop follower capabilities (Baas et al., 2008).
Thus, it may be particularly appropriate to examine the leadership-
follower characteristics relationship, and our research addresses the
connection between IL and FC. Inspirational leaders put special em-
phasis on followers' emotions, and have the ability to influence fol-
lowers by means of language, symbols, images and a vision of a more
positive context (Bass, 1998). We define follower characteristics ac-
cording to the scale proposed by Zhu et al. (2009), which involves four
follower aspects: independent thinking, pro-activeness, active learning
and innovativeness. Inspirational leaders attain followers' common
perceived purposes through ritualistic practices that manage meaning
and intellectually stimulate followers (Bass, 1998). This is particularly
relevant because it implies that inspirational leaders might facilitate
followers' independent thinking, pro-activeness, learning and innova-
tiveness. Inspiring leaders promote autonomy (Schaufeli, 2017), which
also fosters independent thinking. When followers feel euphoric and
joyful thanks to inspiring leaders, they step outside their comfort zone
(Bass, 1998). Inspirational leaders demonstrate social consciousness
and promote it among their followers, which enhances active learning.
Inspirational leaders challenge followers by modifying the way they
perform their work (Sosik, 2006), stimulating learning and innovation.
Following Bass (1998), inspirational leaders manage meaning and im-
pressions, mould followers' expectations, envision, and intellectually
stimulate followers. One of the consequences of transformational lea-
dership is the professional development of followers (Dvir, Eden,
Avolio, & Shamir, 2002). Taking all this into account, IL is fundamental
in explaining FC (Seligman et al., 2005), yet there has been little re-
search carried out in this area.

Additionally, we argue that FC directly affects HAW. Followers have
essentially remained invisible in leadership literature, even though
follower characteristics play a fundamental role in the leadership-em-
ployee positive attitudes relationship (Felfe & Schyns, 2010).

Research on HAW shows that self-esteem, locus of control and op-
timism are personal contributors to HAW (Lucas, 2008). These con-
tributors are closely linked to the follower characteristics of in-
dependent thinking and proactiveness. Weierter (1997) and Bailey et al.
(2017), in two meta-analyses, argued that followers with positive
characteristics are more engaged at work, with engagement being a
HAW dimension. Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002) stated that
learning is related to positive attitudes (such as engagement). Del
Libano, Llorens, Salanova, and Schaufeli (2012) affirmed that the po-
sitive perceptions that individuals have of their personal strength and
skills are favorably associated with positive attitudes. In addition, a
follower's autonomy might lead to positive attitudes (Xanthopoulou,
Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).

In general, the JD-R model (Bakker et al., 2014) suggests that psy-
chological job resources promote positive attitudes, such as HAW. The
Theory of Work Adjustment (Dawis & Lofquist, 1984) argues that po-
sitive attitudes occur when working conditions meet employees' re-
quirements. When embedded in a work context that matches followers'
needs and preferences, such as the one created by inspirational leaders,
individuals are expected to be happier (Fisher, 2010). Willems (2011)
examined the mediating role of follower characteristics in the re-
lationship between leadership and performance, and different models
have examined the impact of leader behaviors on FC (Yukl, 2010). We
are unaware of any study that has examined follower characteristics as
predictors of broad-ranging positive attitudes, such as HAW.

Accordingly, and given the above, our second hypothesis is:

H2. FC mediates the relationship between IL and HAW.

3. Methods

3.1. Target population and sample

Our research used a sample of 389 financial service employees,
working in frontline Italian and Spanish banking services in the 5 lar-
gest banks from Spain and Italy. The average staff turnover rate of these
banks was 4.83%. A quantitative methodology was used, with the aim
of connecting concepts in a more objective and transposable manner
(Chiva & Alegre, 2009). Data was gathered from June to December
2017, by means of an electronic questionnaire, in which the importance
of the survey was highlighted, guaranteeing the anonymous treatment
of the information given. The fundamental advantages of using elec-
tronic questionnaires are their reduced costs and immediate availability
of the survey. Banking services in commercial banks are mainly pro-
vided through a wide network of branches. The organizational form of
the branch is a clear vertical hierarchy, in which the branch manager,
or branch director, assumes the leading role. The branch manager leads
a sales team, which is responsible for reaching the branch's sales tar-
gets. This sales force (which includes managers and their followers) are
under constant pressure to achieve, and all of them need extra energy to
successfully get to the end of the working day. In this working context,
managers need to stimulate, motivate and transmit energy to their
followers, fostering their capacities so they can achieve their goals.
Every employee needs to give their best in such a demanding en-
vironment.

3.2. Measurement and methods

To ensure maximum reliability, widely validated scales were em-
ployed in this research. The three scales that define the proposed the-
oretical model are presented below.

To measure IL, inspirational communication items were used from
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the scale adapted by Rafferty and Griffin (2004), taken from the Pod-
sakoff scale (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). This
scale is based in Bass (1985) transformational leadership concept, and it
is particularly focused on subordinates' perceptions of their leaders'
behavior, which makes it appropriate for the current study (Wang, Law,
Hackett, Wang, & Chen, 2005). Items revised by Rafferty and Griffin
(2004) include “Says things that make employees proud to be a part of
this organization”, “Says positive things about the work unit”, “En-
courages people to see changing environments as situations full of op-
portunities”. Their work adopted a theoretically driven approach to
evaluate the subdimensions of transformational leadership. According
to Rafferty and Griffin (2004), Bass (1985) inspirational leadership
term refers to the employment of nonintellectual and emotional qua-
lities to influence, and this involves a restriction of the concept. In
addition, some research found an unclear structure of Bass (1985)
measurement scale, raising doubts about its factorial structure
(Densten, 2002). Rafferty and Griffin (2004) underline that concerns
have been raised about the inspirational leadership subdimension
(Barbuto, 1997), and they conclude that the dimensions of transfor-
mational leadership have received mixed support for their differentia-
tion. For example, Bycio, Hackett, and Allen (1995) or Avolio, Bass, and
Jung (1999) found problems for the fit of the Multifactor Leadership
Questionnaire. Conversely, Rafferty and Griffin (2004) developed the
transformational leadership subdimension of inspirational commu-
nication, which includes the use of appeals and emotion-laden state-
ments to stimulate follower's motivation, and demonstrates dis-
criminant validity with the other transformational leadership
subdimensions. They define inspirational communication as “the ex-
pression of positive and encouraging messages about the organization,
and statements that build motivation and confidence” (Rafferty &
Griffin (2004, p. 332). The robustness of the measurement scale used in
this research is demonstrated by Rafferty and Griffin (2004), and we
also empirically check the psychometric properties of this scale.

This consisted of three items, with possible responses ranging from 1
to 7 (i.e. “encourages people to see changing environments as situations
full of opportunities”). Employees were asked about their perception of
their leader as being inspirational. Employees' perceptions seem to be
fundamental as the effects of leadership style are clearer when they are
measured by means of followers' perceptions (Zhu et al., 2009).

The FC measurement scale was adapted from the scale developed by
Zhu et al. (2009). It is a Likert scale, which comprised and assessed four
items, with responses ranging from 1 “totally disagree” to 7 “totally
agree” (i.e. “I am willing to behave proactively”).

HAW was measured using Author A (2017) Likert scale. It com-
prised and assessed three dimensions: engagement, job satisfaction and
affective organizational commitment, with responses ranging from 1
“totally disagree” to 7 “totally agree” (“At my job, I feel strong and
vigorous”).

Initially, the first step was to analyze the psychometric properties of
the measurement scales. An accepted methodology was followed to
check dimensionality, content validity, reliability, discriminant validity
and convergent validity (Gerbing & Anderson, 1988). Then, the hy-
potheses of the model were examined. Both the direct and the med-
iating effects were checked to assess the whole theoretical model.

4. Results

Fig. 1 shows gender and age details of the sample. The average age
of the sample was 39.2, and most employees are men and women be-
tween 26 and 45 years old. In banking services, human resource policies
aim to maintain a relatively young workforce, by offering early retire-
ment to older employees. It is noteworthy that women have a greater
presence in banking to the age of 46, notably in younger ages. This is
due to the increasing existence of women in university business ad-
ministration degrees (which is an entry condition in the bank industry),
joined with the greater presence of women in the labor market. Further,

women might demonstrate better competences in this sector (Danzer,
Hainz, Kleimeier, & Qi, 2018). In particular, 16,10% women vs. 23,39%
men belong to the 26–35 age range, and 15,85% women vs. 14,66%
men belong to the 36–45 age range. Table 2 shows the average and
standard deviation of IL, FC and HAW.

4.1. Psychometric properties

To assess the psychometric properties, dimensionality, reliability
and content, convergent and discriminant validity were checked.
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to evaluate the
unidimensionality of the measurement scales of AL, FC and HAW
(Table 1). The properties of the IL construct confirmed its uni-
dimensionality (p-value > .05; BBNFI= 0.952; CFI= 0.989;
RMSEA=0.043). FC also revealed its unidimensionality (p-value >
.05; BBNFI= 0.995; CFI= 0.997; RMSEA=0.049). Although the
RMSEA of the Shortened Happiness at Work scale (SHAW) was slightly
over 0.08, results indicated the unidimensionality of this construct
(BBNFI= 0.991; CFI= 0.989).

Content validity was ensured because the measurement scales used
in this study had been empirically validated in prior research.
Coefficient alpha and composite reliability were obtained to guarantee
scale reliability (Bou-Llusar, Escrig-Tena, Roca-Puig, & Beltrán-Martín,
2009). In Table 2, Cronbach Alphas and composite reliability results
indicated acceptable values (above 0.70).

The BBNFI indicator was used to check convergent validity. All
BBNFI values and factorial loads for each construct (see Table 1) were
over the recommended value of 0.90 (Hair Jr., Black, Babin, Anderson,
& Tatham, 2006). Hence, convergent validity was demonstrated.
Table 2 shows factor correlations, means, standard deviations, Cron-
bach's alphas and composite reliabilities.

Discriminant validity was checked following Fornell-Larcker cri-
terion. The average variance extracted (AVE) of each latent variable
was higher than the squared correlation between the constructs
(Henseler, Ringle, & Sinkovic, 2009), which let as confirm discriminant
validity.

4.2. Analysis of hypotheses

Zhao, Lynch Jr., and Chen (2010) recommendations were followed
to evaluate the mediating effect of FC on the relationship between IL
and HAW (Table 3).

Figs. 2 and 3 show a positive and significant relationship in the
direct effect model (α=0.296, t=5.108, p < .01). The results enable
us to affirm that the fit of the structural model is good, and therefore H1
can be accepted.

In addition, the FC construct plays a partial mediating role in the
relationship between IL and HAW. This means that FC improves the
explanation of HAW. The mediating model (Fig. 2) reveals a higher R2

(0.540) than the direct effect model (0.311), which means that the
mediating model explains the dependent variable better. Therefore,
while the direct effect relationship between IL and HAW is still sig-
nificant, FC improves the explanatory capacity of the mediating model
(and Fig. 3). Therefore, FC exerts partial mediation, and H2 can be
accepted (Tippins and Sohi, 2003).

A bootstrap estimation was performed based on 500 bootstrap
samples. The bootstrap outputs in the indirect effect model show that
the indirect effect of IL on HAW through FC is statistically significant
and different from zero. In consequence, according to Preacher and
Hayes (2004), our hypothesis of mediation is supported (Table 3).

In addition, Harman's single factor test was performed to identify
common method variance. A percentage of the variance of 0.173 was
found explained by the single factor. In consequence, a non-significant
amount of common variance was found.
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5. Discussion

This study has examined the role that inspirational leaders play on
followers' HAW. In addition, our model has examined the mediating
role of FC in the relationship between IL and HAW. Our aim was to
extend the knowledge surrounding IL, FC and HAW and check it em-
pirically in a business sample in which leadership is fundamental,
namely, frontline banking employees. The financial crisis has influ-
enced a whole host of working aspects in many countries around the
world. Many adjustments in human resource designs have affected
banking firms and, as a result, diverse studies have focused on the re-
lationship between leadership and positive attitudes (i.e. job satisfac-
tion, commitment, etc.) (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). The interaction
between leaders and followers has become crucial, and many leadership
styles have aimed to explain how leaders influence followers. The
human side of leadership is fundamental in this context.

First, we have contributed to the literature by identifying the fact
that IL can influence followers' HAW. As such, rather than focusing on
task-related motivation, we have stressed the importance of the re-
lationship between leaders and followers. Empirical evidence was
found to corroborate the direct and positive effect of IL on HAW.
Furthermore, we answered both the challenges that had arisen in
Fisher's (2010) review and put paid to the inconsistent findings (Belias
et al., 2014) that questioned the leadership-positive attitudes relation-
ship in order to examine what boundary conditions leaders might set to
promote followers' HAW. Therefore, our second contribution consisted
of providing evidence that FC mediate the relationship between IL and
HAW. Inspirational leaders reshape followers' attributes (FC) and, in
turn, FC affect followers' HAW. We defined FC as independent thinking,
pro-activeness, active learning and innovativeness. Results have re-
vealed that inspirational leaders directly and positively affect FC. In-
spirational leaders intellectually stimulate followers, and this is used by
inspiring leaders to enhance subordinate independence and autonomy,
as Bass (1998, p. 28) affirms: “Instead of being given the fish, sub-
ordinates learn how to fish for themselves”. Followers are encouraged
to use intelligence to overcome obstacles when inspired by leaders, who
also encourage followers to leave their comfort zone (Bass, 1998).
Followers' active learning derives from the intellectual stimulation
provided by inspirational leaders. Inspirational leaders are also able to
imagine a broad vision of things and to envision them beyond basic
material profit. As Einstein wrote, imagination is more important than
knowledge, because knowledge focuses on all that is, while imagination
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Fig. 1. Sample details of gender and age.

Table 1
Goodness-of fit of the measurement scales.

Mod. S-B χ2 d.f. p-value BBNFI CFI RMSEA NC (=χ2/d.f.)

IL 8.432 3 0.039 0.952 0.989 0.043 2.811
FC 7.545 6 0.044 0.995 0.997 0.049 1.258
SHAW 45.545 23 0.018 0.991 0.989 0.089 1.980

Table 2
Factor correlations, means, standard deviations, Cronbach's alphas and com-
posite reliabilities of measurement scales. IL= Inspirational leadership;
FC= Follower characteristics; SHAW=Shortened happiness at work mea-
surement scale. *Statistically significant correlation coefficient p < .05;
Cronbach's alphas are shown on the diagonal. Composite reliabilities (CR) are
shown in the CR column.

Mean s.d. CR JS LU CSP

1. IL 3.618 1.432 0.839 (0.821)
2. FC 4.136 1.804 0.878 0.63* (0.833)
3. SHAW 4.002 1.514 0.975 0.69* 0.71* (0.904)

Table 3
Test results of partial mediation effect: the mediating role of FC (follwers
characteristics) on the relationship between IL (inspirational leadership) and
HAW (happiness at work). ***p≤ .001, **p≤ .01, *p≤ .05.

Percentile

Coefficient S.E. T-value Lower Upper

Total effect
IL→HAW 0.396*** 0.02 112.15

Direct effect
IL→HAW 0.278*** 0.01 58.24
IL→ FC 0.499*** 0.02 122.06
FC→HAW 0.541** 0.01 136.34
GENDER→HAW 0.061 n.s. 0.0 0.02

Indirect effect
IL→HAW 0.224* 0.01 15.28 0.11 0.22
IL→ FC→HAW 0.121* 0.01 7.42 0.07 0.16
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points to all there will be. Envisioning a desired future and showing
how to get there is a key factor of the inspirational process, which
moves followers towards creativity, and thus towards innovation, by
creating alternative possible solutions (Bass, 1998). Therefore, FC is
conditioned by the IL style. These follower characteristics also exert a
direct effect on HAW. Our results are in line with Cheng and Furnham
(2004), who revealed that self-esteem, which is a sign of followers'
independent thinking or pro-activeness, improves happiness.

Autonomy, which is a concept that is also closely connected with in-
dependent thinking and pro-activeness, improves intrinsic motivation
(Inauen, 2014). This type of motivation is related to the HAW dimen-
sion of engagement. Author A (2017) also empirically demonstrated
that learning positively affects an employee's HAW. Innovative beha-
vior has also been linked to increased positive attitudes (Yean, Johari, &
Yahya, 2016). In sum, the four-dimension follower characteristics
concept used in this research has shown that it directly influences

Fig. 2. Direct effect model.
The item loadings were all significant p < .001. (1) The parameter was equaled to 1 to fix the latent variable scale. The T-values are shown in brackets.
IL= Inspirational leadership; HAW=Happiness at Work.

Fig. 3. Mediation model.
The item loadings were all significant p < .01. (1) The parameter was equaled to 1 to fix the latent variable scale. T-values are shown in brackets. IL= Inspirational
leadership; FC=Follower characteristics; HAW=Happiness at Work.
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followers' HAW.
From a practical perspective, our findings suggest that leaders might

need to pay closer attention to followers. Leaders who promote re-
sponsibility and authority among followers will enhance their followers'
quality of life at work, namely, HAW. IL might help followers to identify
new ideas to achieve their objectives or improve their performance. In
high pressure working contexts, sales forces with robust personal re-
sources are fundamental, and IL has proved that it fosters FC. Our re-
sults also show that companies should bear in mind followership and
leadership training. Positive followership training becomes essential, as
well as making sure followers and leaders have coincident perceptions
of FC. In general, we suggest that followers have more potential of
which their leaders are unaware, and we conclude that both organi-
zations and leaders might improve followers' HAW by simply believing
in them.

6. Final remarks: Limitations, managerial challenges and future
research paths

Our findings need to be understood in the light of the limitations
related to the nature of the research. First, we cannot determine the
direction of causality among our constructs. However, we did conduct
supplementary interviews, which met with past theory and research
evidence (Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003). This evidence has led us to
believe that IL influences FC and HAW. Second, our results are based on
the responses of employees who work in a specific sector. One may
therefore argue that these findings are contextually limited and thus are
not appropriate in other contexts. However, the positive relationship
between IL, FC and HAW is in accordance with findings made in prior
research in different business sectors and contexts (Bass, 1998; Joshi
et al., 2009). Third, this research is developed at the individual level,
and recent works introduce a multilevel perspective in the JD-R fra-
mework (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018). Therefore, we suggest that a
multilevel approach can bring significant findings to advance in the
leadership and positive attitudes literature.

Beyond the specific aims and limits of this work, in this final re-
marks we would like to underline that as humans spend much of their
life at work, the relationship among IL-FC-HAW, in turn, affects both
the individual and organizational performances and the individual and
social well-being (Author B, 2018). Practitioners and scholars are in-
creasingly aware of the crucial relationship among IL, FC and HAW in
terms of worrying risks and costs related to an organizational mis-
behavior (i.e., bullying behavior, mobbing, burn-out, unfair dis-
crimination): health problems, lower job satisfaction, lower job per-
formance, decreased productivity, reduced creativity, distrust,
increased turn-over and absenteeism, increase in conflicts and legal
disputes. Worrying risks and costs because of which the organization is
likely to collapse. However, despite the several theoretical and em-
pirical efforts, understanding and promoting virtuous feedback loops
among IL-FC-HAW still remain challenging goals for scholars and
managers: they imply not linear paths. Indeed, over the last decades,
the challenges to occupational well-being have become more and more
harder because of the dramatic changes of work conditions. The rise of
globalization, the intensification of strategic competition, the need for a
more flexible workforce and the related fear of job insecurity: all to-
gether these changes have shaped a more a more unpredictable en-
vironment. Under these conditions, the relationship among leaders and
their followers becomes, at the same time, more and more crucial to
keep pace and to save the organizational effectiveness and more and
more complex to be effectively managed. In this view, further re-
searches are required to deeper understand the complex and crucial
feedback loops among IL-FC-HAW. In particular, future researches
should investigate the (virtuous or vicious) influence of the organiza-
tional cultural model (assumptions, beliefs, values, rules etc.) on the
relationship IL-FC-HAW together with the role of the structural features
of the organization (span of control, level of standardization, main

coordination mechanisms, systems of job evaluation, rewards and ca-
reers etc.). Moving from the extant researches in this field, future re-
searches should contribute to understand the still “hidden” dynamics of
the not linear feedback loop among IL-FC-HAW. Above all, they should
be helpful in reducing the risk that the organizational attempts to
promote HAW via IL are likely to fail or to be not credible in the every-
day work-life due to some neglected organizational dimensions.
Absenteeism, conflict, job satisfaction, creativity and trust are not
simply matter of information-sharing and accomplished tasks, they are
also a matter of social empathy, communication and emotional con-
tagion: “you cannot drive someone you do not understand. He can be
commanded, bribed, cajoled or prodded...but he cannot be guided, if
you have no idea of who he is” (Dilts, 1990).
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