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The Passion Bug: How and When do Leaders Inspire Work Passion?  

Abstract 

Drawing from signaling theory, we propose a work passion transfer model where leaders’ 

passion is transmitted to employees through the former’s leadership style, and is contingent on 

employees’ perceived importance of performance to self-esteem (IPSE). Data from 201 

supervisor-employee dyads from the healthcare industry show that leaders’ harmonious passion 

led to employees’ harmonious passion through charismatic leadership, whereas contingent 

reward leadership accounted for the transfer of obsessive passion; IPSE did not play a 

moderating role for either form of passion. Results from a supplementary study further reveal 

that the link between leadership and employee passion operated through employees’ perception 

of leader passion, and that employees’ IPSE accentuated the relationship between perceived 

leader obsessive passion and employees’ obsessive passion. This study advances research in 

work passion, leadership, and signaling theory, and provides important implications for 

managerial practice.         

 

Keywords: work passion, harmonious passion, obsessive passion, passion transfer, charismatic 

leadership, contingent reward leadership, importance of performance to self-esteem, signaling 

theory  
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The Passion Bug: How and When do Leaders Inspire Work Passion?  

The motivational construct of work passion, defined as one’s strong inclination toward 

work that the individual loves and that is part of one’s identity (Vallerand, 2015; Vallerand, 

Houlfort, & Forest, 2014), has received growing attention in both academic literature and the 

business press (e.g., Hagel, Brown, Ranjan, & Byler, 2014; Vallerand & Houlfort, 2019). 

Cultivating passion at work is viewed as “a cornerstone of talent development” (Hagel et al., 

2014) because of the positive impact work passion has on individuals’ work attitudes, behaviors, 

and well-being (Vallerand et al., 2014). Surprisingly, however, scant knowledge exists on how 

work passion can be fostered in the workplace. The few studies on work passion antecedents 

have primarily adopted an individual-focused approach, arguing that the roots of passion stem 

from individuals’ pre-existing capacities and abilities (e.g., signature strengths), personality traits 

(e.g., autonomy personality), and identity centrality and salience (Forest et al., 2012; Murnieks, 

Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014; Vallerand et al., 2006). However, self-determination theory, 

which provides the theoretical underpinning for the work passion construct, suggests that such an 

individual-focused approach can be incomplete, given that social and/or environmental 

influences also “catalyze both within- and between-person differences” in the person’s 

motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 68; Vallerand et al., 2014), thereby warranting investigations 

of environmental antecedents of work passion.  

To address this missing perspective in passion research, we examine the role of leaders 

and their work passion as an environmental factor that can influence employees’ work passion. 

Of the multitude of situational forces that can shape employee passion, leaders are particularly 

salient because in their role as “entrepreneurs of identity” (Reicher, Haslam, & Hopkins, 2005, p. 

547), they have profound influence on subordinates’ self-concepts and identities (Lord, Brown, 

& Freiberg, 1999), and can be instrumental in shaping the extent to which work becomes part of 
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employees’ identity (a fundamental element of work passion). Additionally, because “(l)eaders 

are important links between individuals and their organizations..., and the relationship with one’s 

supervisor is a lens through which the entire work experience is viewed” (Lord et al., 1999, pp. 

169-170), leaders can directly or indirectly influence subordinates’ experiences and motivation at 

work (Barling, Christie, & Hoption, 2010). Finally, to the extent that leaders are viewed by 

employees as role models by virtue of their positional power and status (Brown & Treviño, 2014; 

Gibson, 2003), they are particularly salient and relevant in shaping employees’ views of whether 

and why work should be important to them. Together, these reasons underscore the key role that 

leaders play in influencing employees’ work experiences and identities, and the need to 

investigate whether, how, and when leaders’ passion shapes employees’ passion.   

To date, only one study has attempted to examine how work passion passes from leaders 

to employees. Drawing on the argument that leaders’ emotional states can be mirrored by 

workers via emotional contagion (e.g., Bono & Ilies, 2006), Li and colleagues (2017) found that 

leaders’ work passion increased employees’ emotional contagion (albeit measured as an 

individual difference) and, in turn, employees’ passion. However, despite its applicability for 

explaining the transfer of positive emotions associated with passion, the emotional contagion 

argument fails to account for the identity component of work passion, whereby work is 

internalized into employees’ identity and defines who they are. Consequently, emotional 

contagion may not be sufficient in explaining the transfer of passion, and while “primitive 

emotional mimicry may increase the emotional display of employees, it alone will not induce 

employee passion” (Cardon, 2008, p. 83). Thus, we draw on an alternative conceptual 

framework, signaling theory (Spence, 1973, 2002), to address a broader series of questions – Can 

a leader’s work passion transfer or transmit to employees? If so, can leadership style function as 

a signaling mechanism through which leaders’ passion is transmitted to shape employees’ 
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passion? Additionally, are certain employees more susceptible than others to such signals from 

leaders?  

The significance and relevance of signaling theory to the present study is three-fold. First, 

because passion incorporates an internalization component where work is internalized into one’s 

identity, employees need to know why work is important and meaningful to their identities (e.g., 

for its inherent characteristics and learning value, or for the instrumental rewards and outcomes), 

as this determines whether work is internalized in an autonomous or controlled fashion and, in 

turn, whether employees have harmonious or obsessive passion (Vallerand, 2015). Signals from 

the leader are particularly salient in addressing these identity-related issues because, as described 

earlier, leaders are especially influential in shaping subordinates’ self-identity (Lord & Brown, 

2001, 2004; Lord et al., 1999). Second, signaling theory recognizes that the signaling process is 

deliberate in nature, whereby passionate leaders intentionally convey their work passion through 

their leadership behaviors for certain strategic effects. This contrasts against emotional 

contagion, which tends to be subtle, unconscious, and automatic (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 

1993) and does not recognize the possibility that leaders can be intentional and strategic in 

deciding how to convey their work passion. A third advantage of signaling theory is that it 

considers not only the signaler’s (i.e., leader) characteristics but also those of the receiver (i.e., 

employee), thereby recognizing that signals do not necessarily get received and interpreted in the 

same way by all receivers, and allowing for a more granular investigation of when (and when 

not) a signal may impact the receiver.  

In the present context, this granular investigation takes the form of the moderating role of 

the employees’ importance of performance to self-esteem, or IPSE, which captures the extent to 

which an individual’s self-esteem is contingent on workplace performance (Ferris, Lian, Brown, 

& Morrison, 2015) and, we predict, modifies employees’ attention to signals sent by the leader. 
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Because high-IPSE employees stake their self-worth on work performance (Ferris et al. 2015), 

they will be more vigilant in scanning for signals from leaders, whose traditional function in 

organizations “involves the control and evaluation of employee job performance” (Waldman, 

Bass, & Einstein, 1987, p. 177) and thus convey cues and signals relevant to performance. In 

particular, compared to broader personality traits and individual differences (e.g., the Big Five 

traits), IPSE is more relevant to the present context as it captures one’s “plasticity” or 

malleability to external influences (Ferris et al., 2010), which is a unique component embedded 

in contingent self-esteem constructs like IPSE but not in more general personality traits (Ferris et 

al., 2010). Thus, IPSE is particularly well-suited to predict one’s reactivity to performance-

relevant cues and signals in the workplace. 

Overall, signaling theory and its elemental aspects offer a more fine-grained account of 

how and when leaders’ passion gets transmitted to shape employees’ passion, and form the basis 

for our proposed moderated mediation model of passion transfer where leaders’ passion is 

signaled (mediated) through their leadership styles to shape employees’ passion, and employees’ 

IPSE moderates the degree to which leadership styles influence their passion. In testing this 

model, our study makes at least three contributions to extant research in work passion. First, it is 

one of few empirical studies to not only provide evidence for passion transfer from leaders to 

employees but also explicate the mechanism through which this occurs. Even more importantly, 

because leadership style expresses the leader’s morals, values, and emotions to employees 

(Antonakis, Bastardoz, Jacquart, & Shamir, 2016) and conveys a psychologically central leader 

identity (Shamir & Eilam, 2005), our proposed mechanism (leadership styles) is well-suited to 

capture both the strong liking and identity elements central to passion, over and above the 

emotional contagion mechanism previously proposed.   
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The second contribution pertains to the synthesis of passion and leadership research to 

theorize about how leaders’ work passion can manifest in distinct leadership approaches. While 

prior research has linked leadership styles to employees’ passion (Houlfort, Vallerand, & 

Koestner, 2013), the connection between the leader’s own passion and his/her leadership 

approach has yet to be explored. Addressing this missing link contributes to the passion literature 

by showing that the reach of work passion extends beyond conventional psychological states 

(e.g., well-being) and work attitudes and behaviors (e.g., job satisfaction, task performance) to 

also include one’s leadership style. It also contributes to the leadership literature by introducing a 

heretofore neglected predictor of leadership style. Previous leadership studies have emphasized 

the importance of leaders’ characteristics in shaping their leadership style, focusing primarily on 

leaders’ personality (e.g., Cable & Judge, 2003) and much less on their motivational state (e.g., 

Barbuto, 2005). The latter, however, not only directs, energizes, and sustains actions (Latham & 

Pinder, 2005) but is also malleable, making it instrumental in both identifying and developing 

effective leadership approaches.  

The third contribution relates to the extension of the contextual application of signaling 

theory, which has been traditionally applied to macro-level contexts, to describe interactions at 

the micro-level. Further, in contrast to prior studies that examined signaling theory in contexts 

with limited interpersonal interactions (e.g., recruitment and hiring), our study applies this theory 

to a context typified by frequent interactions (i.e., those between leader and employee) and, in 

demonstrating that this theory is also predictive in such instances, we broaden the scope and 

reach of signaling theory to varied situations characterized by information asymmetry, 

independent of the frequency of interactions between signaler and receiver. Finally, from a 

practical standpoint, the findings from this study offer multiple suggestions for how leaders can 

enhance and manage employees’ work passion.  
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Theoretical Framework 

Dualistic Model of Work Passion  

 The motivational construct of work passion developed its conceptual roots from passion 

for a general activity (Vallerand et al., 2003), and refers to a strong inclination for and liking of 

one’s work that becomes a part of the individual’s identity and defines who s/he is (Vallerand, 

2015). Based on the dualistic model of passion developed by Vallerand and colleagues (2003), 

passion can be harmonious or obsessive, with the defining criterion being the type of 

internalization that integrates passion into one’s identity. Harmonious work passion is associated 

with autonomous internalization, whereby work is important to and defines the individual 

because of characteristics of the work itself (e.g., challenging; enjoyable). Consequently, 

harmoniously passionate employees engage in work freely and without any contingencies 

attached to it, such that work is well-balanced with the individual’s other roles and obligations. 

In contrast, controlled internalization produces obsessive work passion, whereby work is 

important and internalized because of certain pressures or outcomes associated with that work 

(e.g., the need to boost one’s self-esteem or receive external rewards). As such, employees 

experience a rigid form of work pursuit that inhibits their ability to focus on other life activities 

and obligations.  

Because work passion incorporates both elements of positive feelings and internalization, 

it is distinct from other common motivational constructs like intrinsic motivation and various 

forms of extrinsic motivation (e.g., external, introjected) which capture individuals’ reasons for 

engaging in work rather than reasons for internalizing work into one’s identity (van den Broeck, 

Ferris, Chang, & Rosen, 2016). Empirically, work passion has also been distinguished from these 

forms of motivation and shown to have additional predictive value over intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation (e.g., Ho & Astakhova, 2018; Ho, Kong, Lee, Dubreuil, & Forest, 2018; Liu, Chen, & 
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Yao, 2011; Vallerand et al., 2003). Similarly, prior studies have consistently shown that passion 

is distinct from common work attitudes such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment 

(e.g., Ho, Wong, & Lee, 2011), and has additional explanatory value in predicting both employee 

attitudes and behaviors such as turnover intention, job performance, and citizenship behaviors 

(e.g., Astakhova & Porter, 2015; Burke, Astakhova, & Hang, 2015 – see Pollack, Ho, O’Boyle, 

& Kirkman, 2020 for a meta-analytic review of work passion outcomes).   

 Unlike outcomes of work passion, its antecedents are less well-understood, with the 

majority of studies examining the predictive validity of individual characteristics. For instance, 

employees’ confidence was found to be positively related to harmonious passion but not to 

obsessive passion (Thorgren & Wincent, 2013), and autonomy personality orientation, which 

allows freedom in pursuing one’s actions and goals, predicted harmonious passion (Liu et al., 

2011; Vallerand et al., 2006), whereas controlled personality orientation predicted obsessive 

passion (Vallerand et al., 2006). The role of situational influences has received less attention, but 

preliminary evidence indicates that harmonious passion is facilitated in the presence of job 

autonomy (Fernet, Lavigne, Vallerand, & Austin, 2014) and cooperative psychological climate 

(Ho et al., 2018). A couple of studies have also called attention to leaders as an important 

situational factor influencing employees’ passion. Specifically, Robertson and Barling (2013) 

found that leaders’ environmentally-specific transformational leadership style positively 

predicted subordinates’ harmonious passion for the environment. Similarly, in an unpublished 

study by Houlfort and colleagues (2013), employees’ perceptions of leaders as being 

transformational or transactional in nature were correlated to employees’ harmonious and 

obsessive passion for work, respectively. However, those two studies provide a narrow and 

incomplete understanding of the role of leaders in predicting work passion, as the underlying 

logic for why transformational and transactional leadership predict harmonious and obsessive 



  THE PASSION BUG   10 
 

work passion remains unknown. Thus, there is still much to be learned about how leadership 

styles predict employees’ work passion, and drawing on signaling theory as the foundational 

framework, we not only provide conceptual arguments for why these two forms of leadership 

predict employee passion, but also position these leadership styles as the signaling mechanism 

that transmits work passion from leaders to employees.  

Signaling Theory 

 Signaling theory explains how signals are used to reduce information asymmetry between 

two parties (Spence, 1973, 2002), and has been applied to a variety of management contexts to 

examine information asymmetry between organizations and employees (e.g., Suazo, Martinez, & 

Sandoval, 2009), and between leaders and subordinates (e.g., Hermalin, 1998). As previously 

described, signaling theory is particularly appropriate to this study given its ability to capture 

both signaler’s (i.e., leader’s) and receiver’s (i.e., employee’s) characteristics, and its 

identification of criteria that effective signals should meet in order to transmit information from 

one party to another.  

In the present context, we contend that leader’s passion is a key characteristic that leaders 

aim to signal to employees, because leaders’ motivational effectiveness is strongest when they 

act out the important aspects of the self (which is captured by work passion). Such self-

expression primes employees’ self-concepts and produces a strong sense of meaningfulness in 

doing their tasks and encouraging voluntary behaviors in the interest of the leader’s mission 

(Kark & van Dijk, 2007; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). In line with that, research on 

workplace leadership has emphasized the importance of leaders’ value internalization and self-

engagement with work and transfer of their own work identity (e.g., work passion) to followers, 

which can then increase “the extent to which followers also view their work as self-expressive” 

(Bono & Judge, 2003; p. 555). Work passion, which involves a salient representation of the 



  THE PASSION BUG   11 
 

leader’s work identity (Vallerand & Houlfort, 2009), will thus have a particularly strong appeal 

to employees because of its informational value about the leader’s self-expressive quality. 

However, self-concepts are not easily observable and can only be inferred from one’s attitudes 

and behaviors (Arens, Yeung, Craven, & Hasselhorn, 2011), thereby creating information 

asymmetry between leaders and followers, which leaders then attempt to reduce. 

The starting premise of signaling theory is that information asymmetry exists between 

two parties, such that one party has more information than another party (Spence, 1973). The 

signaler is the “insider” who possesses certain information or unobservable quality that the 

receiver is not aware of but would benefit from knowing. Because the signaler also expects to 

“benefit by some action from the receiver that the receiver would not otherwise have done (i.e., 

signaling should have a strategic effect),” the signaler will choose to “intentionally communicate 

positive, imperceptible qualities” to the receiver through the use of signals (Connelly, Certo, 

Ireland, & Reutzel, 2011, p. 45). The receiver is motivated to attend to these signals so as to 

learn about the signaler’s unobservable qualities or information and reduce information 

asymmetry to enhance their decision-making (Stiglitz, 2000). After receiving and interpreting the 

signal, the receiver then provides feedback to the signaler in a form of an action or characteristic 

that ideally aligns with what the signaler originally intended to invoke by the signal. 

Conceptualizing the signaling paradigm in the context of passion and leadership, we 

argue that information asymmetry exists in relation to employees’ understanding of desired 

characteristics and qualities that leaders look for in employees, including whether and why work 

should be considered important to employees, and how much employees should value and 

identify with what they do. Because leaders play pivotal roles for both instrumental and symbolic 

reasons, particularly when identity issues are involved, they serve as vital signalers whom 

employees (i.e., receivers) look to in order to reduce such information asymmetry (Gibson, 2003; 
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Lord et al., 1999). At the same time, leaders are motivated to signal their work passion to 

employees to shape the latter’s passion, because the similarity-attraction paradigm posits that 

individuals prefer others to be like them, in part because such similarity validates one’s own 

values and beliefs, and also because it reduces potential conflicts and disagreements (Klohnen & 

Luo, 2003). Thus, we posit that leaders who possess the unobservable quality of work passion 

will convey such passion via an observable signal to the employees, who then receive and 

interpret the signal and provide feedback in the form of their own work passion.  

Another key concept in signaling theory is the signal itself, specifically the characteristics 

that define efficacious signals – signal observability and signal cost (Connelly et al., 2011). 

Signal observability captures the extent to which others are able to notice the signal, while signal 

cost represents the effort and cost required to acquire the signal. Efficacious signals that convey 

the underlying quality intended by the signaler should not only be observable by outsiders but 

also engender certain costs that deter those without that quality from engaging in such signaling 

(Connelly et al., 2011). In the present context, we contend that one’s leadership style can serve as 

an efficacious signal because it is observable and verifiable by followers, corresponds to the 

leader’s unobservable quality (work passion), and is costly (in terms of time, effort, energy) for 

those without such qualities to enact or feign. Therefore, we position leadership style as a 

signaling mechanism that conveys the leader’s work passion to employees and, in turn, shapes 

the latter’s work passion. More specifically, we examine charismatic and contingent reward 

forms of leadership styles because they not only are observable and costly to acquire and enact, 

but also signal a psychologically central leader identity (Shamir & Eilam, 2005) and represent 

proximal and authentic ways in which leaders’ passion tends to manifest (as detailed in the next 

section). Further, this study being an initial investigation into the link between leadership styles 

and work passion, we chose to hone in on the core leadership dimensions – charismatic and 
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contingent reward – that make up transformational and transactional leadership theories 

respectively (e.g., Bass, 1985; House, 1977). Because both forms of leadership offer contrasting 

as well as complementary views of leadership, it is worthwhile to explore how each style 

differentially relates to work passion.   

Harmonious Passion and Charismatic Leadership 

Charismatic or inspirational leadership is a core transformational leadership approach that 

refers to the extent to which a leader “provides employees with a clear sense of purpose that is 

energizing… and builds identification with the leader and his or her articulated vision” (Avolio, 

Bass, & Jung, 1999, p. 444). Charisma is “an attribution made by employees who observe certain 

behaviors on the part of the leader” (Conger & Kanungo, 1987, p. 639), and charismatic leaders 

are perceived to have qualities such as expertise, self-motivation, and idealized vision (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1987). Because charismatic leadership grows out of love, passionate devotion, and 

enthusiasm for one’s work, rather than rewards and praise (House, 1977), and also conveys the 

leader’s strong sense of identity to followers (Howell & Shamir, 2005), we contend that this 

form of leadership will be a strong signal of the leader’s unobservable quality of harmonious 

work passion.  

More specifically, because harmoniously passionate leaders love and internalize their 

work autonomously (i.e., without pressure or exigencies), they tend to experience positive 

emotions (Philippe, Vallerand, Houlfort, Lavigne, & Donahue, 2010), feelings of vitality and 

flow (Dubreuil, Forest, & Courcy, 2014), vigor (Trépanier, Fernet, Austin, Forest, & Vallerand, 

2014), and enhanced work engagement (Ho & Astakhova, 2018), all of which manifest in 

charismatic behaviors that are energizing and that compel employees to identify with the leader’s 

vision. In fact, anecdotal evidence shows that passionate leaders can “stir up a crowd with their 

rhetoric: they know how to hook people’s emotions” (Andersen, 2011). Further, harmonious 
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passion is associated with more high-quality interpersonal relationships (Ho & Pollack, 2014; 

Philippe et al., 2010), which help facilitate the leader’s development of emotional attachment 

with employees and a focus on their welfare, both characteristics of charismatic leadership 

(Avolio & Yammarino, 2013; Shamir, 1995).  

Beyond being a strong signal of leaders’ harmonious passion, charismatic leadership style 

is also observable by employees, because charisma is conveyed through symbolic actions and the 

verbal propagation of the charismatic leader’s ideas (Gardner & Avolio, 1998). Indeed, charisma 

has been referred to as a highly visible leadership style (Shamir et al., 1993). Additionally, a 

charismatic leadership style is costly to acquire or imitate. Such costs include investments in 

image building, whereby “charismatic leaders engage in impression management techniques to 

bolster their image of competence, increasing subordinate compliance and faith in them” (Bass, 

1985, p. 40). Similarly, Conger and Kanungo (1987) noted that charismatic leaders actively 

engage in developing and displaying articulation so as to inspire followers to believe in and 

pursue their articulated vision. To the extent that such techniques and practices are easier for 

harmoniously passionate leaders to enact by virtue of their positive emotions, strong sense of 

work identity, and emotional attachment, those without such passion would have greater 

difficulty developing and enacting them convincingly (i.e., such signals would involve 

substantial cost for them). Accordingly, we expect that charismatic leadership serves as an 

efficacious signal of leaders’ harmonious passion, such that those who are harmoniously 

passionate would enact, and be observed by followers as enacting, charismatic leadership 

behaviors.  

Hypothesis 1. Leaders’ harmonious passion is positively related to their charismatic 

leadership. 

Mediating Role of Charismatic Leadership 
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We expect that leaders’ harmonious passion will be transmitted to employees and 

enhance the latter’s harmonious passion through the signal of charismatic leadership, as 

charismatic leadership makes it possible for leaders to convey the importance of a strong sense 

of self-concept to followers and assist the latter in building their own sense of identity (Howell & 

Shamir, 2005). Specifically, harmoniously passionate leaders can influence employees’ 

harmonious passion through charismatic leadership in the following ways. Charismatic leaders, 

through their actions, appeal to the intrinsic value of work by emphasizing the inherent valence 

of effort and personal learning and competence development (Hetland, Skogstad, Hetland, & 

Mikkelsen, 2011), and the fact that effort itself reflects important values (Shamir et al., 1993). 

Additionally, charismatic leaders are able to inspire followers to voluntarily buy into and identify 

with their articulated vision (Avolio et al., 1999). Illustrating the strong motivational potential of 

charismatic leadership, scholars have referred to charismatic leaders as a “spark” and their 

followers as “inflammable material” (Klein & House, 1995). Charismatic leaders also emphasize 

the welfare of their followers and encourage them to focuses their attention on the task itself and 

the learning process and individual development, rather than on earning rewards or 

outperforming others (Avolio & Yammarino, 2013, Bass, 1985).  

Together, these actions and characteristics of charismatic leaders serve to emphasize to 

followers the inherent qualities and importance of work for its own sake, ultimately enhancing 

their autonomous internalization of work (i.e., their harmonious passion). More broadly, because 

leaders’ harmonious passion manifests in their charismatic leadership behaviors, we expect such 

a charismatic style to serve as the signaling mechanism that transmits the leader’s harmonious 

passion to their followers, thereby leading to the following hypothesis.   

Hypothesis 2. Charismatic leadership will mediate the relationship between leaders’ 

harmonious passion and employees’ harmonious passion. 
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Obsessive Passion and Contingent Reward Leadership 

 Contingent reward leadership exemplifies an approach that builds on transactional 

contingent reinforcement of employees (Bass, 1985), and is considered the most important 

indicator of transactional leadership (Wang, Oh, Courtright, & Colbert, 2011). Contingent 

reward leaders focus on establishing clear exchanges with their employees (Bass, 1985) and 

clarifying what is expected from them and what they will receive if they meet these performance 

expectations (Avolio et al., 1999). Therefore, exchanges are often based on articulating “explicit 

contracts” regarding what the leader expects from employees, who then comply in return for 

praise, rewards, and resources or the avoidance of disciplinary action (Bass, Avolio, Jung, & 

Berson, 2003). 

 We expect that leaders’ obsessive passion will be manifested or signaled through a 

contingent reward leadership style. Because obsessively passionate leaders internalize and view 

work in a controlled or contingent fashion, such an exchange-based, contingent orientation 

toward work is likely to translate into an exchange-based, contingent approach toward leading, 

rewarding, and motivating followers. Specifically, obsessively passionate leaders value and 

internalize work because of the outcomes and contingencies work brings, and may thus naturally 

gravitate toward using similar external contingencies and rewards to incentivize and influence 

employees. Further, obsessively passionate leaders’ exchange-based, quid pro quo orientation 

suggests that they are less inclined or less able to engage in extraordinary behaviors that go 

beyond standard work expectations (i.e., charismatic leadership), as tangentially supported in a 

recent study showing that obsessively passionate workers did not voluntarily engage in helping 

behaviors toward coworkers (Ho et al., 2018). Finally, prior studies have found that obsessively 

passionate individuals, because of their proneness to negative emotions and defensiveness 

(Philippe et al., 2010), are seen by others as less approachable and trustworthy (Ho & Pollack, 
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2014), implying that such leaders may have to resort to more transactional, exchange-based 

leadership styles in order to lead and influence followers.  

As a signal, contingent reward leadership style is observable to employees by virtue of 

the “explicit contracts” and contingent outcomes that leaders arrange with them. This form of 

leadership also engenders certain costs associated with specifying expectations, clarifying 

responsibilities, and providing rewards to followers (Bass, 1985). Specifically, contingent reward 

leaders have to invest continuous efforts to adhere to the contractual performance standards at 

work, and to monitor and assess employees’ job performance so as to allocate the appropriate 

rewards to them. Consequently, contingent reward leadership style represents an observable and 

costly signal of the leader’s obsessive passion.    

Hypothesis 3. Leaders’ obsessive passion is positively related to their contingent reward 

leadership. 

Mediating Role of Contingent Reward Leadership 

 Just as leaders’ harmonious passion is expected to transmit to employees, we expect that 

a similar phenomenon will occur in relation to obsessive passion, albeit through contingent 

reward leadership as the signaling mechanism. Contingent reward leaders foster a quid pro quo 

work environment where rewards (and not the inherent features of work itself) become the 

ultimate goal, and by emphasizing the linkage between goal accomplishment and work rewards, 

such a leadership style has been associated with increased follower motivation (e.g., Judge & 

Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). Additionally, because workers’ performance is acknowledged 

and rewarded by the leader, this can potentially provide employees with meaning to their work 

(Breevaart, Bakker, Hetland, Demerouti, Olsen, & Espevik, 2014), thereby enhancing the 

internalization of work into employees’ identity. However, because contingent reward leaders 

emphasize the extrinsic characteristics associated with work and are strongly reward/outcome-
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focused (Wang et al., 2011), this is likely to yield a controlled form of work internalization 

among followers, whereby work is important because of the outcomes associated with it rather 

than because of its inherent characteristics. In sum, a leader’s obsessive passion, as manifested in 

his/her contingent reward leadership style, is predicted to promote an obsessive form of passion 

among employees.    

Hypothesis 4. Contingent reward leadership will mediate the relationship between 

leaders’ obsessive passion and employees’ obsessive passion.  

Moderating Role of Importance of Performance to Self-Esteem 

As discussed earlier, another key premise of signaling theory is that a signal’s efficacy is 

determined in part by the receiver’s characteristics, including the extent to which a receiver scans 

the environment for signals, also known as receiver attention (Connelly et al., 2011). We contend 

that IPSE, encapsulating whether one’s self-esteem is based on his/her work performance, is 

relevant to our study context compared to broader traits and individual differences (e.g., 

openness to experience, agreeableness). In part, this is because IPSE is specifically tailored to the 

work context, and also because it offers predictions on which cues and signals individuals would 

pay attention to (i.e., those relating to work performance), thereby being particularly well-

positioned within signaling theory. Additionally, IPSE emphasizes the individual’s “plasticity” 

or malleability to external influences (Ferris et al., 2010), which is a unique component 

embedded in contingent self-esteem constructs like IPSE but not in more general personality 

traits (Ferris et al., 2010). For these reasons, we expect IPSE to effectively capture employees’ 

reactivity to leader’s actions and to serve as a catalyst between leaders’ signals (i.e., leadership 

style) and employees’ responses (in the form of employee passion).  

IPSE derives from the broader concept of contingent self-esteem developed by Crocker 

and colleagues (2001), who proposed that individuals’ self-esteem can be contingent on 
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numerous domains such as their physical attractiveness or academic competence. In order to 

enhance their self-esteem, people seek to succeed and to avoid failure in that domain on which 

their self-esteem is based, and tend to pay particular attention to cues and signals relating to their 

performance in that domain (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003). Contingent self-

esteem has been distinguished from self-esteem level and the importance of a domain to an 

individual (e.g., Crocker et al., 2003). In the work context, IPSE has also been shown to be 

distinct from work centrality and work involvement (Ferris et al., 2010), in that individuals can 

consider work to be central but not base their self-worth on work performance. Extending from 

these, IPSE is also distinct from work passion in that the latter incorporates an affective element 

(love for one’s work), whereas IPSE does not necessarily entail the individual having strong 

positive feelings for work.  

For high-IPSE individuals, successes or failures at work hold strong implications for the 

individual’s broader sense of self (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Ferris, Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 

2009), and thus these individuals are especially attentive and responsive to social cues and 

signals that are relevant to their work performance (Ferris et al., 2010, 2015). In particular, 

because leaders play a major role in evaluating employee performance (Waldman et al., 1987), 

performance-relevant signals from leaders would be deemed more salient and, accordingly, have 

a stronger bearing on high-IPSE employees than on their low-IPSE counterparts. Applied to the 

present context, this suggests that IPSE will moderate the link between leadership styles (the 

signal) and employees’ resultant work passion.  

As a signal, charismatic leadership conveys to employees that work is worth doing 

because of certain inherent qualities and values (Shamir et al., 1993) rather than the resultant 

rewards and punishments (Yammarino, Dubinsky, Comer, & Jolson, 1997). These cues are more 

likely to be picked up by high-IPSE subordinates because of their greater attention and 
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sensitivity to signals from leaders. Consequently, these subordinates are more likely to believe 

that work is valuable for its inherent characteristics rather than for its outcomes and, accordingly, 

experience harmonious passion. In a similar fashion, high-IPSE employees are also more vigilant 

and responsive to cues from a contingent reward leadership approach, where work is worth doing 

because high performance would yield positive outcomes and rewards. As such, these workers 

are more likely to internalize work due to its contingencies (i.e., in a controlled or pressured 

fashion), thereby experiencing obsessive passion.  

Hypothesis 5. IPSE moderates the relationship between charismatic leadership and 

employees’ harmonious passion, such that the relationship is stronger for employees with 

high IPSE than for employees with low IPSE.  

Hypothesis 6. IPSE moderates the relationship between contingent reward leadership and 

employees’ obsessive passion, such that the relationship is stronger for employees with 

high IPSE than for employees with low IPSE.  

Building on the advantage of signaling theory in integrating key elements of the signaler, 

the signal, and the receiver, we synthesize the prior arguments to offer a moderated mediation 

perspective of passion transfer. Specifically, we posit that the transfer of passion (the unobserved 

quality) from a leader (the signaler) to an employee (the receiver) operates through the former’s 

leadership style (the signal), and contingent on the latter’s IPSE (receiver attention), such signals 

may have stronger or weaker influence on the employee’s passion (feedback). We also 

differentiate between two types of signals – charismatic versus contingent reward leadership – 

which we predict would respectively convey two forms of passion – harmonious and obsessive 

passion. The overall model is represented in Figure 1 and also formalized in the following 

hypotheses.  
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Hypothesis 7. The indirect relationship between leaders’ and employees’ harmonious 

passion (mediated through charismatic leadership) is stronger for employees with high 

IPSE than for employees with low IPSE.  

Hypothesis 8. The indirect relationship between leaders’ and employees’ obsessive 

passion (mediated through contingent reward leadership) is stronger for employees with 

high IPSE than for employees with low IPSE.  

-------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
-------------------------------- 

Methods 

Sample and Procedures 

 Participants for this study were healthcare professionals (i.e., employees) and their 

immediate supervisors (i.e., leaders) working in healthcare organizations in the United States. 

The employees were enrolled in an online Healthcare MBA program and were invited to 

participate in the study for extra course credit. Three waves of data were collected two weeks 

apart to reduce potential common method bias, and participants were assured of confidentiality 

of their responses. Three hundred and eighty-five employees were invited to complete the Time 

1 survey that measured demographic variables. Three hundred and thirty-one responses were 

received (86% response rate). Also, at Time 1, respondents were asked to contact their 

immediate supervisors to solicit their interest in participating in the study and permission to share 

their work email address with one of the researchers. The researcher then emailed to interested 

supervisors a link to the supervisor survey, which measured the supervisors’ demographics and 

work passion. Of the 361 supervisor surveys sent out, 224 were returned (62% response rate). 

The Time 2 survey assessed employees’ IPSE, and we received 302 completed surveys (91% 

response rate). Finally, the Time 3 survey assessed employees’ perceptions of their supervisor’s 
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leadership style and employee work passion, and we received 280 completed surveys (93% 

response rate). We used a matched code to link each employee’s responses to those of the 

corresponding supervisor, and the final dataset contained 201 matching employee-supervisor 

dyads, equivalent to response rates of 52% and 56% for employees and supervisors respectively.    

 One hundred and twenty-eight respondents were women (64%), and 60% were 

Caucasian. On average, they were 34.37 years old (SD = 8.23), reported 11.56 years (SD = 7.70) 

of overall work experience and 4.41 years (SD = 4.39) of organizational tenure, with 55.7% 

occupying a management position. Ninety-nine percent held at least a 4-year college degree. 

Most supervisors were women (63.5%) and Caucasian (67%). On average, supervisors were 43.9 

years old (SD = 9.95), had 20.40 years (SD = 10.06) of overall work experience and 10.07 years 

(SD = 8.50) of organizational tenure. Eighty-five percent held at least a 4-year college degree.  

Measures 

 Harmonious and obsessive work passion of the employee and the leader were measured 

using the harmonious and obsessive passion scales originally developed by Vallerand and 

colleagues (2003) and subsequently refined by Marsh et al. (2013) to assess passion for an 

activity. We adapted the items to measure work passion; specifically, we replaced the phrase 

“this activity” in the original scale with “my work.” Each form of passion was assessed with 6 

items on a 7-point agreement scale, and sample items are “My work is in harmony with the other 

activities in my life” (for harmonious passion) and “I have almost an obsessive feeling for my 

work” (for obsessive passion). Cronbach’s alphas were .94 and .90 for employee’s harmonious 

and obsessive passion, and .95 and .92 for leader’s harmonious and obsessive passion. 

 Charismatic and contingent reward leadership were assessed with 12 and 4 items, 

respectively, from Avolio et al.’s (1999) Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire. Employees 

indicated the frequency of the behaviors manifested by their supervisors using a 5-point scale 
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ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (frequently, if not always). Sample items are “My supervisor 

displays power and confidence” (charismatic leadership) and “My supervisor rewards my 

achievement” (contingent reward leadership). Cronbach’s alphas were .95 and .94 for 

charismatic and contingent reward leadership, respectively. IPSE was measured on a 7-point 

agreement scale using the five items from Ferris et al.’s (2010) scale that assessed contingent 

self-esteem in the work context. A sample item is “Doing well at work gives me a sense of self-

respect,” and Cronbach’s alpha was .79.  

  We controlled for employee organizational tenure and work experience, based on 

previous findings that these variables related to work passion (e.g., Ho et al., 2011; Ho & 

Astakhova, 2018). Theoretical work on leadership also suggests that motivational effects of 

leadership may be influenced by leader characteristics such as tenure and work experience (e.g., 

Bono & Judge, 2003), and we therefore controlled for these two possible covariates. Finally, 

because harmonious passion is associated with positive affect during and immediately after 

activity engagement, and obsessive passion is related to negative affect (Rousseau & Vallerand, 

2007; Vallerand et al., 2003), it is conceivable that leader’s passion invokes employee emotions 

that then shapes employees’ passion (i.e., an emotional contagion process). Thus, to demonstrate 

that leader’s passion can be transmitted through a more deliberate process (i.e., through one’s 

leadership style), over and above a more unconscious, automatic emotional contagion process, 

we controlled for employees’ positive (negative) affect as the alternative mediating mechanism 

that transmits harmonious (obsessive) passion. Positive and negative affect were each measured 

by the short (5-item) scales developed by Mackinnon and colleagues (1999). Sample items were 

“inspired” and “upset” for positive and negative affect, respectively, and Cronbach’s alphas were 

.88 and .86 for positive and negative affect.    

Results 
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Test of Measurement Model 

 We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to assess the discriminant validity of 

the nine scales (employee and supervisor harmonious and obsessive work passion, charismatic 

and contingent reward leadership, IPSE, positive and negative affect). Prior to this, we parceled 

the items for the scales with more than five items into three composite indicators to reduce the 

number of estimated parameters (Bandalos & Finney, 2001). The fit indices for the 9-factor 

model fell within acceptable ranges: χ2 (459) = 680.52, p < .001; root-mean-square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) = .05; comparative fit index (CFI) = .95; Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 

.94. One item for charismatic leadership and a reverse-coded item from the IPSE scale had non-

significant loadings below .50 each and were deleted from the subsequent analyses, consistent 

with past practice (e.g., Ferris et al., 2015; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006). All other items loaded onto 

the corresponding latent factors, and the lowest standardized factor loading coefficient was .59 (p 

< .001). None of the alternative models (including an 8-factor model that combined employee’s 

harmonious and obsessive passion in a single factor: χ2 (467) = 1,024.88, CFI = .88, TLI = .88, ∆χ2 

(8) = 344.36, p < .001; an 8-factor model that combined leader’s harmonious and obsessive 

passion: χ2 (467) = 1,056.66, CFI = .87, TLI = .85, ∆χ2 (8) = 376.14, p < .001; an 8-factor model 

that combined charismatic and contingent reward leadership: χ2 (467) = 1,021.70, CFI = .88, TLI = 

.86, ∆χ2 (8) = 341.18, p < .001; and a single-factor model that combined all scale items: χ2 (495) = 

3,765.51, CFI = .27, TLI = .22, ∆χ2 (35) = 3,084.99, p < .001) demonstrated better fit than the 

hypothesized 9-factor measurement model.  

Test of Conceptual Model 

 Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, and Cronbach’s alphas for all the variables 

are presented in Table 1. We tested our hypotheses using path analytic procedures (Preacher, 

Rucker, & Hayes, 2007) and conducted bootstrapping analysis to assess the significance of 
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indirect effects (Shrout & Berger, 2002). To test the mediation hypotheses, we utilized the 

INDIRECT macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2012; Preacher et al., 2007). We controlled for the 

alternative (unhypothesized) type of leader passion in all the tests so as to account for its possible 

effect and to increase the robustness of the results. Additionally, to test the robustness of our 

prediction that the transfer of work passion from leaders to employees occurs via the 

hypothesized leadership style rather than via the other form of leadership style or solely through 

an emotional process, we controlled for the mediating roles of contingent reward leadership 

(charismatic leadership) and employee positive (negative) affect when examining the 

relationship between leader and employee harmonious (obsessive) passion.  

-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

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

Table 2 presents the results for Hypotheses 1 through 4. The results indicate that leader’s 

harmonious passion was positively and significantly associated with charismatic leadership (B = 

.16, p < .01), whereas leader’s obsessive passion was positively and significantly associated with 

contingent reward leadership (B = .21, p < .001), consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 3 

respectively. Hypothesis 2, proposing the mediating role of charismatic leadership in the link 

between leader and employee harmonious passion, was also supported, as evidenced by the non-

zero confidence interval (CI) for the indirect effect mediated through charismatic leadership (LL 

95% CI = .003; UL 95% CI = .090). In other words, leader harmonious passion was positively 

and indirectly (via charismatic leadership) associated with employee harmonious passion, and 

this indirect effect was observed even after accounting for the two other alternative mediating 

mechanisms: contingent reward leadership and positive affect.  

Hypothesis 4, proposing that contingent reward leadership will mediate the link between 

leader’s and employee’s obsessive passion, was supported, as evidenced by the non-zero 
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bootstrapped 95% CI for the indirect effect mediated through contingent reward leadership (LL 

95% CI = .035; UL 95% CI = .156). The robustness of the mediating role of contingent reward 

leadership is further supported by the fact that it remained significant above and beyond the 

mediating effects of both charismatic leadership and negative affect.   

-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 

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

To test the moderated mediation hypotheses (i.e., a second-stage moderated mediation 

model), we utilized the PROCESS macro in SPSS (PROCESS Model 14; Hayes, 2012; Preacher 

et al., 2007). Prior to the analyses, we mean-centered all the input variables except for dependent 

variables. The procedure involved three steps (Preacher et al., 2007): in Step 1, the mediator 

variable was regressed on the independent variables. In Step 2, the dependent variable was 

regressed on the independent variables, the mediator, the moderator, and the interaction between 

the moderator and mediator. To demonstrate the validity and robustness of the proposed 

leadership mediator, we again included the two alternative mediators (i.e., affect and the other 

form of leadership), as well as each of their interactions with the moderator (IPSE). In Step 3, the 

conditional indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable (through the 

mediator) was tested by probing specific effects at different values of the moderator and 

assessing the moderated mediation index.  

Table 3 shows the results of the moderated mediation model for harmonious passion. 

Given the increased ratio of predictors to the sample size and the non-significant relationships 

that the five control variables (employee and supervisor organizational tenure and work 

experience and opposite type of leader work passion) had with the focal variables of interest, we 

excluded these controls from the moderated mediation analyses to conserve statistical power 

(Becker, 2005). Step 1a in Table 3 shows that leader’s harmonious passion (B = .16, p < .001) 
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was positively associated with charismatic leadership, confirming the earlier support we found 

for Hypothesis 1. However, Step 2 indicates that the charismatic leadership × IPSE interaction 

term did not significantly predict employee harmonious passion (B = .08, p > .05), failing to 

support Hypothesis 5. The lower half of Table 3 provides the specific results for the conditional 

indirect effects of leader harmonious passion on employee harmonious passion at different levels 

of employee IPSE and the moderated mediation index (Hypothesis 7). This effect was positive 

and significant (i.e., the CI did not contain zero) when employee IPSE was high (LL 95% CI = 

.005; UL 95% CI = .119), but was not significant at low IPSE (LL 95% CI = -.038; UL 95% CI = 

.091). However, the moderated mediation index was not significant (LL 95% CI = -.023; UL 

95% CI = .065), thereby failing to support Hypothesis 7. In sum, these results indicate that while 

the indirect effect of leader harmonious passion on employee harmonious passion operated 

through charismatic leadership, this effect was not contingent on employee IPSE. 

-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 3 about here 

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

Table 4 presents the results of the moderated mediation model for obsessive passion. As 

seen in Step 1a, leader’s obsessive passion was positively associated with contingent reward 

leadership (B = .20, p < .001), consistent with the earlier support we found for Hypothesis 3. 

However, the interaction term of contingent reward leadership × IPSE was not significant (Step 

2: B= .05, p > .05), failing to support the moderating role of IPSE predicted in Hypothesis 6. The 

results of the conditional indirect effects via contingent reward leadership, presented in the lower 

half of Table 4, also show that the conditional indirect effect of leader’s obsessive passion on 

employee’s obsessive passion via contingent reward leadership was significant at both high IPSE 

(LL 95% CI = .036; UL 95% CI = .168) and low IPSE (LL 95% CI = .014; UL 95% CI = .160). 

The moderated mediation index for contingent reward leadership was not significant (LL 95% CI 
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= -.025; UL 95% CI = .047). Jointly, the above results indicate that while the indirect effect of 

leader obsessive passion on employee obsessive passion operated through contingent reward 

leadership, this effect was not contingent on employee IPSE, thereby failing to support 

Hypothesis 8.   

----------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 4 about here 

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

Supplementary Study 

 To investigate why IPSE was not a significant moderator as predicted, as well as to 

further explicate the signaling process from leader to employee, we conducted a supplementary 

study that extends our conceptual model in two ways (see dashed relationships and constructs in 

Figure 1). First, we expand the link between leadership style and employee passion by modeling 

employees’ perception of leader passion as an intermediate step in the signaling process.1 This is 

informed by signaling research that posits that individuals, upon receiving a signal (i.e., 

perceived leadership style), may uniquely calibrate and interpret such signal (Branzei et al., 

2004; Connelly et al., 2011) to arrive at their own interpretation of the signaler’s underlying 

quality (i.e., their perceptions of leader passion). In turn, this interpretation of signaler’s quality 

is a more proximal predictor of receivers’ response (i.e., employee passion), thereby suggesting 

that receivers’ perception of the signaler’s quality is an intermediate mechanism between signal 

and response. Second, with the inclusion of this intermediate mediator, we now model IPSE as a 

moderator in the link between employees’ perception of leader passion and employee passion, so 

as to examine if IPSE interacts with a more proximal predictor (perceived leader passion) rather 

than a more distal one (perceived leadership style).  

                                                            
1 We thank the action editor and an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion. 
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We collected three waves of data from full-time employees who were participants in 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011), and assessed their 

perceptions of their immediate supervisors’ leadership style (Time 1), their perceptions of leader 

work passion (Time 2), and their own work passion and IPSE (Time 3).2 We first tested the 

mediating role of perceived leader passion in the relationship between leadership style and 

employee passion, while controlling for two alternative mediators: perceived leader affect and 

the other (unhypothesized) form of leader passion. The results demonstrated that charismatic 

leadership was positively associated with perceived leader harmonious passion (B = .93, p < 

.001), and leader harmonious passion in turn was positively associated with employee 

harmonious passion (B = .47, p < .001). Further, leader harmonious passion mediated the link 

between charismatic leadership and employee harmonious passion, as evidenced by the non-zero 

confidence interval (CI) for the indirect effect (LL 95% CI = .212; UL 95% CI = .669). The 

mediating role of perceived leader harmonious passion was found to be significant above and 

beyond the two alternative mediating mechanisms of leader positive affect and leader obsessive 

passion. In the context of obsessive passion, we found that contingent reward leadership was 

positively associated with employees’ perception of leader obsessive passion (B = .41, p < .01), 

and leader obsessive passion was in turn positively associated with employee obsessive passion 

(B = .61, p < .001). Leader obsessive passion also mediated the link between contingent reward 

leadership and employee obsessive passion, as evidenced by the non-zero confidence interval 

(CI) for the indirect effect (LL 95% CI = .071; UL 95% CI = .464), even after accounting for the 

two alternative mediating mechanisms of leader negative affect and leader harmonious passion.  

                                                            
2 Details of the methods and analyses can be found in the Appendix. 
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 To examine the moderating role of IPSE, we tested a moderated mediation model where 

leadership style predicted employee passion through perceived leader passion (mediator), and 

IPSE moderated the link between perceived leader passion and employee passion (i.e., second-

stage moderation). We found that the interaction of leader harmonious passion and IPSE did not 

significantly predict employee harmonious passion (B = .12, p > .05). In contrast, the interaction 

of leader obsessive passion and IPSE significantly predicted employee obsessive passion (B = 

.13 p < .05), such that the indirect effect of contingent reward leadership on employee obsessive 

passion, as mediated through perceived leader obsessive passion, increased for employees 

scoring higher on IPSE (at low IPSE: LL 95% CI = .056; UL 95% CI = .374; at high IPSE: LL 

95% CI = .075; UL 95% CI = .548; moderated mediation index: LL 95% CI = .004; UL 95% CI 

= .152). It is also worth noting that the interaction of leader obsessive passion and IPSE remained 

significant even after we included an additional interaction term of contingent reward leadership 

and IPSE, the latter of which did not significantly predict employee obsessive passion, consistent 

with the results in the main study. In sum, the supplementary study provides additional insights 

by demonstrating that the signal of leadership style predicts employees’ work passion by shaping 

employees’ interpretation of leader work passion (i.e., the signaler’s quality). Additionally, while 

IPSE did not moderate the direct relationship between leadership style and employee passion, it 

moderated the indirect relationship by strengthening employees’ obsessive passion in response to 

perceived leader obsessive passion, an arguably more proximal predictor of employee passion in 

the signaling process compared to leadership style.  

Discussion 

Our findings reveal that the process of passion transfer from leaders to employees 

operates in different ways for harmonious and obsessive passion. While leaders’ obsessive 

passion is transferred through contingent reward leadership (and, in turn, employees’ perception 
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of leader obsessive passion, as revealed in the supplementary study), the transfer of harmonious 

passion operates through charismatic leadership and, in turn, employees’ perception of leader 

harmonious passion. This set of findings is noteworthy in that not only is it one of the first 

studies to show that passion transfer between leaders and employees does occur, but it also goes 

beyond the sole prior study examining this phenomenon (Li et al., 2017) to distinguish between 

harmonious passion and obsessive passion (which were combined into one general passion scale 

in Li et al.’s study) and demonstrate that the mediating mechanisms are different for each form 

of passion. Building on signaling theory as the foundational framework, we identify two 

different but important signals – charismatic and contingent reward leadership – that transmit 

leaders’ passion to their followers.  

It is noteworthy that the mediating role of leadership style in the passion transfer process 

was observed even after accounting for the affective mechanism previously posited (Li et al., 

2017), thereby suggesting that there is more to the transfer of work passion than mere emotional 

contagion, a finding that aligns with the notion that passion goes beyond an affective component. 

Another indication that the transfer of passion involves more than simple contagion is that the 

direct relationships between supervisor and employee passion were non-significant, thereby 

refuting the notion that employees simply mimic or copy their leaders’ affective display of 

passion. Per definition, emotional contagion is “the tendency to automatically mimic and 

synchronize expressions, vocalizations, postures, and movements with those of another person's 

and, consequently, to converge emotionally” (Hatfield et al., 1993, p. 96), and tends to be 

unconscious and automatic, whereas we contend that the passion transference process goes 

beyond simple mimicry. Specifically, we show that this transference process is indirect, whereby 

leaders’ passion gets manifested in their leadership behaviors that then shapes employees’ 

interpretation of leader passion and, in turn, their own work passion. Overall, this work 
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contributes to extant passion research that has thus far only alluded to the possibility of 

contagion but lacks systematic investigation.  

Our findings regarding the moderating role of IPSE in the passion transfer process were 

equivocal. Our initial prediction that IPSE would modify the link between leader and employee 

passion was not supported, while the supplementary study revealed a significant moderating role 

of IPSE for obsessive but not harmonious passion. However, this moderating role was found in 

the relationship between perceived leader obsessive passion and employee obsessive passion, 

and not the relationship between contingent reward leadership style and employee passion as 

originally hypothesized. We interpret this to mean that IPSE is more likely to play a moderating 

role in relation to a more proximal or immediate predictor of obsessive passion, a possibility that 

should be further validated by future research.  

Implications for Research  

Implications for passion research.  This study is one of the first to empirically 

disentangle the mechanisms through which passion transfers from leaders to employees. In doing 

so, we supplement what has been to date mostly anecdotal evidence that leaders “must work 

harder in order to make their own passion contagious to their employees” (Cardon, 2008, p. 83), 

and show that to nurture the desired form of passion in employees, leaders must send efficacious 

signals via the appropriate leadership styles that best correspond to the leader’s own passion.  

Our findings also reinforce the notion that harmonious and obsessive passion are 

different, not only in predicting different outcomes, as shown in prior research, but also in terms 

of how each form of passion is manifested in leadership styles that then shape employee passion 

differently. Employees are indirectly influenced by leaders’ obsessive passion via contingent 

reward leadership style, such that this leadership style enhances employees’ obsessive passion by 

shaping their perceptions of the leader’s obsessive passion, particularly among those with high 
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IPSE. In contrast, employees are influenced by leaders’ harmonious passion via charismatic 

leadership style, which increases employees’ perceptions of the leader’s harmonious passion and, 

in turn, employee harmonious passion; this transfer process is independent of employee IPSE.  

While the different moderating roles of IPSE vis-à-vis the transfer of harmonious versus 

obsessive passion was not expected, we offer a tentative explanation for this finding. For high-

IPSE employees, work performance plays an important role because of its implications for their 

self-esteem, not because of inherent features of the work. As such, when exposed to a leader who 

conveys that s/he has obsessive work passion whereby work is important to him/her because of 

the outcomes associated with it, this message is likely to be aligned with high-IPSE workers’ 

own contingent view of work performance. In turn, based on research on confirmation bias (e.g., 

Nickerson, 1998) as well as the notion in signaling theory that receivers “may apply weights to 

signals in accordance with preconceived notions about importance” (Connelly et al., p. 55), high-

IPSE employees may not only pick up on such signals but also be more receptive to them 

(compared to low-IPSE workers), because the leader’s obsessive passion and contingent view of 

work reinforces and resonates more strongly with high-IPSE employees’ own view of work. 

Consequently, they are more likely to be influenced by these signals, thereby accounting for the 

stronger association between their perceptions of leader’s obsessive passion and their own 

obsessive passion. In contrast, leaders adopting a charismatic leadership style emphasize the 

inherent value of work itself and tend to promote a mastery goal orientation (Hamstra, van 

Yperen, Wisse, & Sassenberg, 2014) that focuses on learning and skill development for its own 

sake, and in turn conveys the impression that the leaders themselves value work because of its 

inherent characteristics (i.e., have harmonious passion). Thus, compared to the more contingent 

nature of perceived leader obsessive passion, the non-contingent nature of leader harmonious 
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passion suggests that the impact of such leader passion is not likely to vary based on employee’s 

contingent view of work performance (i.e., IPSE).  

In highlighting leadership styles as an antecedent of work passion, we also address calls 

for research exploring much-needed predictors of work passion (Ho et al., 2018), in particular 

those examining social and environmental determinants. Other than Houlfort et al.’s (2013) 

unpublished study, there is little systematic comparison of how different leadership approaches 

can yield different forms of employee work passion. Our findings that followers’ passion is 

shaped by a leader’s approach that, in turn, operates through followers’ perception of leader 

passion provide a more detailed understanding of the process through which leadership style 

shapes employee passion. Additionally, by showing that leaders’ passion not only predicts their 

own leadership styles but also indirectly shapes followers’ work passion, our findings underscore 

the far-reaching direct (personal) and indirect (interpersonal) implications of leaders’ passion.  

Implications for leadership research. We contribute to leadership research by 

simultaneously exploring aspects of both leaders’ and followers’ self-concept (in the form of 

self-identifying work passion). In their attempts to understand one’s “motivation to lead, 

motivation to follow,” leadership researchers have turned to identity and self-concept-based 

theories that posit that leaders can “affect followers by building on aspects of their own self-

concept” (Kark & van Dijk, 2007, p. 500). However, as Kark and van Dijk (2007) noted, the 

majority of leadership theories has focused on followers’ self-identity and overlooked leaders’ 

self-identity, resulting in an incomplete understanding of leadership influences. To rectify this, 

the present study shows that both leaders’ and followers’ self-identity can indeed be related, such 

that leaders’ self-identifying work passion can motivate employee passion, and the signaling 

mechanisms of leadership style and employees’ perceived leader passion serve to ensure 

consistency between both aspects.   
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More broadly, our findings show that leadership styles play different signaling functions 

in leader-member relations. While previous research has indirectly alluded to leadership styles as 

signals of important information and valued behaviors (e.g., Rubin, Bommer, & Bachrach, 

2010), this study is one of the first to explicitly test the signaling role of leadership and highlight 

the value of leadership style not merely as a predictor or an outcome, but also as a transmittal 

mechanism conveying leaders’ passion at work. Additionally, our findings not only reiterate 

existing views that charismatic leadership yields beneficial outcomes (including promoting 

followers’ harmonious passion), but also show that contingent reward leadership, which has been 

previously associated with positive follower outcomes (e.g., Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 

2011), indirectly facilitates employees’ obsessive passion, particularly among high-IPSE 

followers. Although contingent reward leadership has its limitations, it has been consistently 

described as instrumental to effective follower performance due to leaders being task-oriented 

and sensitive (albeit often manipulative) to employee needs (Yammarino et al., 1997). Our study, 

however, demonstrated that while followers of contingent-reward leaders do indeed develop a 

strong inclination toward work, this inclination can be obsessive in nature and potentially 

overwhelm or control these employees (Ho & Astakhova, 2018). Therefore, the broadly accepted 

suggestion that clarification of task goals and reward for employees’ accomplishment is a 

panacea for low performance (Bass, 1985; Bass et al., 2003) should be approached with some 

caution, as such performance-contingent rewards may inadvertently promote obsessive passion 

and its associated dysfunctions (e.g., psychological distress, burnout) among employees. 

Consequently, further investigation on how to design performance-based rewards while not 

promoting obsessive passion is critical, and this study sets the stage for further exploration of the 

contexts under which contingent reward leadership may lead to positive and/or negative 

outcomes.   
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Implications for signaling research. Finally, our study extends signaling theory research. 

While signaling theory is traditionally applied to macro-level contexts (e.g., organizations 

signaling their quality in the market), we add to a short list of studies illustrating the validity of 

the theory for understanding micro-level interactions. In particular, we introduce leadership 

styles as a viable signaling device that reduces information asymmetry between individuals who 

may be concerned about another party’s unobservable characteristics and intentions, thereby 

adding to the set of organizational and individual signals that impact employee actions and 

decisions. Further, our supplementary study empirically demonstrates that an intermediate step in 

the signaling process that connects the signal to receivers’ response is the receivers’ 

interpretation of the signaler’s underlying quality, thereby adding to the limited body of 

empirical works that provide an expanded view of the signaling process. We thereby extend 

signaling theory by empirically integrating two complementary perspectives that have remained 

somewhat independent in signaling research. The first and most prevalent perspective posits the 

signal to be the mechanism that transmits information from the signaler to the receiver (Connelly 

et al., 2011), and the second (under-investigated) perspective posits the receiver’s interpretation 

of the signal as an important mechanism in this transmittal process (Branzei et al., 2004; 

Connelly et al., 2011). The empirical support we found for both perspectives, albeit in two 

separate studies, suggests that signaling is a complex process that involves at least two sequential 

steps, the signal itself and its interpretation by the receiver. In turn, this points to the importance 

of considering not only the signal but also the receiver’s interpretation of such signal, an aspect 

that is not as well understood despite some research in this area (e.g., Highhouse, Thornbury, & 

Little, 2007).   

Implications for Practice 



  THE PASSION BUG   37 
 

 Insofar as employees can catch the “passion bug” from their leaders, leaders and 

managers should pay close attention to their own work passion and leadership style. Indeed, the 

findings from this study suggest that one’s leadership style is indicative not only of the type of 

passion the leader has, but also of the type of passion employees will have. Contingent reward 

leaders, in particular, should be aware that their obsessive passion can be transmitted to 

followers. However, this does not mean that contingent reward leadership should be avoided, 

especially in view of previous findings documenting the positive attitudinal and behavioral 

outcomes associated with this leadership approach. Instead, we offer three recommendations.  

First, stemming from recent passion studies showing that employees’ obsessive passion 

can yield positive outcomes in certain situations, such as when employees have high trust in their 

organization, coworkers, and supervisors (Ho & Astakhova, 2018) or when they perceive certain 

forms of person-environment fit (Astakhova & Ho, 2018), we suggest that leaders who use 

contingent reward focus on fostering supporting conditions (e.g., enhancing followers’ trust) that 

allow for the benefits of obsessive passion to manifest. Second, in addition to emphasizing and 

strengthening the connection between employee performance and rewards, contingent reward 

leaders may consider highlighting to followers the inherent motivational characteristics of work 

itself, given that intrinsic and extrinsic forms of motivation are not mutually exclusive. In doing 

so, leaders could dampen the controlled internalization characteristic of obsessive passion or 

even transform it into autonomous internalization, thereby facilitating followers’ harmonious 

passion. Third, because prior studies show that autonomy support fosters harmonious passion 

and reduces obsessive passion (e.g., Mageau et al., 2009), another viable course of action 

involves training supervisors to become autonomy-supportive by providing good rationale for 

engaging in an activity, giving employees a choice on how approach it, and/or encouraging them 
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to exercise initiative (Williams, Gagné, Ryan, & Deci, 2002). In doing so, managers may be 

better able to foster the healthier form of passion among employees.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study is not without its limitations. First, we examined only two signaling 

mechanisms in the form of charismatic and contingent reward leadership styles, and while these 

mediators are theoretically derived from signaling and leadership theories, we cannot rule out the 

roles of other potential mediators beyond the affective mechanisms we controlled for. 

Additionally, while we expanded on the indirect link between leadership styles and employee 

passion (via employees’ perceived leader passion) in the supplementary study, we did not test the 

full sequence of proposed signaling mechanisms in a single study. Nonetheless, we do not 

contend that leadership style is the only or primary mechanism through which leaders spread 

their passion, and acknowledge that multiple mechanisms at multiple levels (e.g., team climate; 

organizational norms) can potentially operate to disseminate passion from one party to another. 

Additionally, the social influence literature highlights that other social referents beyond one’s 

formal supervisor (e.g., coworkers, friends, other senior leaders) can be involved in the contagion 

process (e.g., Ho & Levesque, 2005; Shah, 1998), and certain social referents may be more 

influential than others. Thus, beyond testing the entire sequence of mediating steps proposed 

here, future research should also explore alternative and supplementary signaling mechanisms 

and social referents and, even more importantly, what happens when different referents 

experience different forms of passion and convey divergent signals.   

 A limitation concerning causality should also be mentioned. Given the cross-sectional 

study design, we cannot rule out a reverse relationship whereby employee passion infects leaders 

rather than vice versa. Nonetheless, given that leaders have higher power, organizational status, 

and visibility, it is probable that passion trickles down, as evidenced by the broader leader-
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follower contagion paradigm (e.g., Cherulnik, Donley, Wiewel, & Miller, 2001). At the same 

time, leadership researchers have argued that “what goes around comes around,” in that leaders’ 

actions trigger follower reactions that then spread to other employees and ultimately influence 

group climate, leader-member and team-member relationships, and attitudes toward the leader 

(Dasborough, Ashkanasy, Tee, & Tse, 2009, p. 571). Thus, it is conceivable that employees’ 

passion can trickle upward and across to directly and/or indirectly influence other organizational 

members and the leader, and future research should continue exploring the phenomenon of 

passion contagion, ideally with a longitudinal design. Such a design would also allow researchers 

to examine the stability and malleability of work passion. While we view passion as stable but 

also malleable (Vallerand, 2015), similar to other constructs that have been shown to fall within 

the state-trait continuum and are “state-like” (Youssef & Luthans, 2007) in being relatively 

stable but also open to change and development (e.g., goal orientation, psychological well-

being), evidence on this aspect of work passion is somewhat limited. Nonetheless, preliminary 

studies found that work passion exhibited temporal stability over a three-month period 

(Carbonneau, Vallerand, Fernet, & Guay, 2008), and that passion (in a non-work context) can 

develop over a five-month period (Mageau et al., 2009). Further evidence of this, particularly in 

the context of work passion, would be valuable.   

Another viable avenue for further research is to explore other mechanisms, beyond 

leadership, that may directly or indirectly influence employee work passion. Such factors may 

include organizational norms and climate or leaders’ norms and values. Nonetheless, we also 

believe that leadership is a broader, more encompassing concept that can directly or indirectly 

influence other factors like psychological climate and team norms (e.g., Feldman, 1984; Grojean, 

Resick, Dickson, & Smith, 2004). Thus, as an initial investigation into the role of situational 

factors, we focused on a broader factor (i.e., leadership) that can subsume other situational 



  THE PASSION BUG   40 
 

factors, and the findings can then provide the basis for subsequent research to delve into more 

specific, nuanced predictors of work passion.  

 Future studies can also examine conditions that modify one’s susceptibility to passion 

transfer. Given the equivocal findings on the moderating role of IPSE, further research is needed 

to test this moderator as well as social and environmental elements that are likely to play a part. 

For instance, the type and strength of norms and values in a group and/or the organization can 

shape the degree to which an individual is influenced by, and conforms to, the larger entity. The 

relationship quality between leader and follower may also play a role in accentuating or 

attenuating the passion transfer phenomenon. At the national level, the degree of cultural 

tightness and looseness, capturing the strength of social norms and the degree of sanctioning 

within societies (Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006), may indirectly shape individuals’ 

susceptibility to social influence. Exploring these higher-level contingent factors can be 

particularly valuable in providing a more granular understanding of when and for whom passion 

transfer is more or less likely to occur.  

In closing, this study is one of the first to demonstrate that work passion can be 

transmitted from leaders to employees, and that the leadership mechanisms underlying this 

process go beyond emotional contagion and vary depending on the type of passion. By shedding 

light on how and when leaders’ work passion transfers to followers, this study not only 

demonstrates the passion contagion phenomenon but also sets the stage for further exploration of 

this phenomenon in the workplace.   
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables 

 
Variable 
  

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Work experience (employee) 11.56 7.70 -             
2. Organizational tenure (employee) 4.41 4.39 .37 -            
3. Work experience (leader) 20.40 10.06 .13 .07 -           
4. Organizational tenure (leader) 10.07 8.50 -.05 .18 .45 -          
5. Leader harmonious passion  5.72 1.13 -.08 -.05 .12 .07 .95         
6. Leader obsessive passion  2.95 1.44 .01 .03 -.02 -.06 -.04 .92        
7. Charismatic leadership 3.00 .77 -.07 -.01 .01 -.02 .24 .00 .95       
8. Contingent reward leadership 2.29 1.04 .08 .08 -.09 -.02 .02 .28 .57 .94      
9. Positive affect 3.92 .72 -.11 -.09 -.00 .04 .18 -.06 .26 .13 .88     
10. Negative affect 1.73 .68 -.02 .11 .02 .05 -.10 .09 -.16 -.12 -.32 .86    
11. Employee IPSE 5.71 1.02 -.01 .13 .06 .12 -.05 -.01 .18 .24 .06 .14 .79   
12. Employee harmonious passion 5.20 1.09 -.11 -.08 -.03 .09 .22 .00 .42 .39 .43 -.30 .28 .94  
13. Employee obsessive passion 2.42 1.18 .04 .14 -.09 -.08 -.04 .20 .01 .28 -.06 .21 .23 .08 .90 

 
Note. n = 201. IPSE = importance of performance to self-esteem. Correlations at or greater than .14 are significant at p < .05 and 
correlations at or greater than .18 are significant are p < .01. Cronbach’s alphas are in the diagonal.
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Table 2. Mediating Roles of Charismatic and Contingent Reward Leadership 

Mediation Steps Mediating Role of Charismatic Leadership 
 B SE t p R2 
Direct effect of IV on DV      
  Leader HP → Employee HP  .11 .06 1.79 .08  
Direct effects of IV on Mediator      
Leader HP → Charismatic leadership 
Leader HP → Contingent reward leadership  

.16 

.05 
.05 
.06 

3.31** 
.77 

.00 

.44 
 

Leader HP → Positive affect  .11 .05 2.39* .02  
Direct effects of Mediators on DV      
  Charismatic leadership → Employee HP  
  Contingent reward leadership → Employee HP  

.22 

.28 
.11 
.08 

2.04* 
3.46*** 

.04 

.00 
 

 Positive affect → Employee HP .47 .09 5.13*** .00  
Total effect of IV on DV      
 Leader HP → Employee HP (through charismatic leadership, 
controlling for the mediating effects of contingent reward leadership 
and positive affect)  

.21 .07 3.07** .00 .35*** 

Bootstrap results for indirect effect M SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI  
Total 
Effect (through charismatic leadership) – hypothesized  
Effect (through contingent reward leadership) 
Effect (through positive affect) 

.10 

.04 

.01 

.05 

.04 

.02 

.02 

.02 

.028 
 .003 
-.016 
.010 

.184 

.090 

.062 

.109 

 

Mediation Steps Mediating Role of Contingent Reward Leadership 
 B SE t p R2 
Direct effect of IV on DV      
Leader OP → Employee OP .06 .06 1.09 .28  
Direct effects of IV on Mediator      
Leader OP → Contingent reward leadership 
Leader OP → Charismatic leadership 

.21 

.00 
.05 
.04 

4.10*** 
.11 

.00 

.92 
 

Leader OP → Negative affect .04 .03 1.21 .23  
Direct effects of Mediators on DV      
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Contingent reward leadership → Employee OP 
Charismatic leadership → Employee OP 

.42 
-.26 

.10 

.13 
4.18*** 

-2.01 
.00 
.05 

 

Negative affect → Employee OP .37 .12 3.19** .00  
Total effect of IV on DV      
Leader OP → Employee OP (through contingent rewards leadership, 
controlling for the mediating effects of charismatic leadership 
and negative affect)  

.16 .06 2.84** .00 .19*** 

Bootstrap results for indirect effect M SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI  
Total 
Effect (through contingent reward leadership) – hypothesized  
Effect (through charismatic leadership) 
Effect (through negative affect) 

.10 

.09 
-.00 
.02 

.03 

.03 

.01 

.01 

.051 

.035 
-.029 
-.007 

.164 

.156 

.019 

.050 

 

Note. n = 201. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size=5,000; IV=independent variable; 
DV=dependent variable; LL=lower limit; CI=confidence interval; UL=upper limit; HP = harmonious passion; OP = obsessive passion. 
     *p < .05 
   **p < .01 
***p<.001 
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 Table 3. Moderated Mediation Model for Harmonious Passion  

Variable B SE t R2 
Mediator variable model (Step 1a): Charismatic leadership    .06*** 

Leader HP .16 .05 3.42***  
Mediator variable model (Step 1b): Contingent reward 
leadership (alternative mediator) 

   .00 

Leader HP .02 .07 .33  
Mediator variable model (Step 1c): Positive affect 
(alternative mediator) 

   .03** 

Leader HP .12 .04 2.61**  
Dependent variable model (Step 2): Employee HP    .38*** 

Leader HP .12 .06 2.05*  
Charismatic leadership .21 .11 2.04*  
Contingent reward leadership (alternative mediator)  
Positive affect (alternative mediator) 

.22 

.51 
.07 
.09 

2.98** 
5.64*** 

 

IPSE .21 .07 3.22**  
Charismatic leadership × IPSE .08 .11 .70  
Contingent reward leadership × IPSE -.02 .07 -.30  
Positive affect × IPSE .18 .09 1.94  

Conditional indirect effects via charismatic leadership (at 
different levels of IPSE) (Step 3a) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95%  
CI 

‒1 SD  .02 .03 -.038 .091 
Mean .03 .02 .003 .085 
+ 1 SD .05 .03 .005 .119 

Conditional indirect effects via contingent reward 
leadership (at different levels of IPSE) (Step 3b) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

‒1 SD  .01 .02 -.021 .064 
Mean .00 .02 -.023 .045 
+ 1 SD .00 .02 -.025 .043 

Conditional indirect effects via positive affect (at different 
levels of IPSE) (Step 3c) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

‒1 SD .04 .02 .006 .092 
Mean .06 .03 .015 .119 
+ 1 SD .08 .04 .019 .164 

Index of Moderated mediation Index Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

Mediator     
Charismatic leadership .01 .02 -.023 .066 
Contingent reward leadership (alternative mediator) -.00 .01 -.018 .010 
Positive affect (alternative mediator) .02 .01 .001 .056 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. HP = harmonious passion; OP = obsessive 
passion. Significance tests for the indirect effects were based on bias-corrected confidence intervals 
derived from 5,000 bootstrapped samples.   
   *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Table 4. Moderated Mediation Model for Obsessive Passion  

Variable B SE t R2 
Mediator variable model (Step 1a): Contingent reward 
leadership 

   .08*** 

Leader OP .20 .05 4.11***  
Mediator variable model (Step 1b): Charismatic (alternative 
mediator) 

   .00 

Leader OP .00 .04 -.00  
Mediator variable model (Step 1c): Negative affect 
(alternative mediator) 

   .01 

Leader OP .04 .03 1.29  
Dependent variable model (Step 2): Employee OP    .19*** 

Leader OP .07 .06 1.25  
Contingent reward leadership .39 .10 3.92***  
Charismatic leadership (alternative mediator)  
Negative affect (alternative mediator) 

-.27 
.34 

.13 

.12 
-2.16* 
2.81** 

 
 

IPSE .21 .08 2.57**  
Contingent reward leadership × IPSE .05 .08 .62  
Charismatic leadership × IPSE .06 .13 .49  
Negative affect × IPSE .02 .11 .21  

Conditional indirect effects via contingent reward leadership 
(at different levels of IPSE) (Step 3a) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95%  
CI 

‒1 SD  .07 .04 .0142 .1602 
Mean .08 .03 .0326 .1497 
+ 1 SD .09 .03 .0355 .1678 

Conditional indirect effects via charismatic leadership (at 
different levels of IPSE) (Step 3b) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

‒1 SD  .00 .01 -.0318 .0266 
Mean .00 .01 -.0238 .0212 
+ 1 SD .00 .01 -.0206 .0212 

Conditional indirect effects via negative affect (at different 
levels of IPSE) (Step 3c) 

Effect Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

‒1 SD .01 .02 -.0055 .0599 
Mean .01 .01 -.0040 .0501 
+ 1 SD .02 .01 -.0049 .0581 

Index of Moderated mediation Index Boot 
SE 

LL 95% 
CI 

UL 95% 
CI 

Mediator     
Contingent reward leadership .01 .02 -.0251 .0468 
Charismatic leadership (alternative mediator) .00 .01 -.0124 .0102 
Negative affect (alternative mediator) .00 .01 -.0086 .0251 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. HP = harmonious passion; OP = obsessive 
passion. Significance tests for the indirect effects were based on bias-corrected confidence intervals 
derived from 5,000 bootstrapped samples.   
   *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model   

 

 

 
Note. HP = harmonious passion; OP = obsessive passion; IPSE = importance of performance to 
self-esteem. Variables in dashed boxes and relationships indicated in dashed lines are tested in 
the supplemental study. 
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Appendix: Methods in Supplementary Study 
 
Sample and Procedures  

Respondents in the supplementary study were full-time employees participating in 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform. Respondents were compensated for participating in the 

study ($0.50, $1.00, and $1.50 for completing the first, second, and third surveys, respectively). 

Three waves of data were collected one week apart to reduce potential common method bias, and 

participants were assured of confidentiality of their responses. Six hundred employees were 

invited to complete the Time 1 survey that measured their perceptions of their immediate 

supervisor’s leadership style and the supervisor’s positive and negative affect. Five hundred and 

thirty nine employees (90% response rate) completed the Time 1 survey and were invited to 

complete the Time 2 survey one week later, assessing their perceptions of leader work passion. 

Of the 348 who completed the second survey (65% response rate) and were invited to complete 

the third survey, 262 responded (75% response rate) and provided data on their work passion, 

IPSE, and demographic characteristics. After removing respondents who failed attention check 

questions, our final sample consisted of 253 respondents, 93 (36.8%) of whom were women and 

114 (45.1%) were Caucasian. The average respondent was 34.28 years old (SD = 8.89), had 

11.04 years (SD = 9.81) of overall work experience, and 6.03 years (SD = 5.15) of organizational 

tenure. Seventy eight percent of respondents occupied a management position, and 49% had at 

least a 4-year college degree. 

Measures and Analyses 

 To measure perceived charismatic and contingent reward leadership, leader and 

employee harmonious and obsessive work passion, employee IPSE, and leader positive and 
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negative affect, the same items used in the main study were used in the supplementary study as 

well. Cronbach’s alpha for every variable exceeded 0.80.  

  We conducted CFAs to assess the discriminant validity of the nine scales (charismatic 

and contingent reward leadership, perceived supervisor harmonious and obsessive passion, 

perceived employee harmonious and obsessive passion, IPSE, positive and negative affect). 

Similarly to the main study, we parceled the items for the scales with more than five items into 

three composite indicators. The results revealed acceptable fit for the 9-factor model: χ2 (459) = 

889.56, p < .001; root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .06; comparative fit 

index (CFI) = .93; Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = .92. Consistent with the main study, the first item 

for charismatic leadership and a reverse-coded item from the IPSE scale had loadings below .50 

each and were deleted from the subsequent analyses. The hypothesized measurement model was 

superior to four alternative models: an 8-factor model that combined perceived supervisor 

harmonious and obsessive passion in a single factor (∆χ2(8) = 770.77, p < .001), an 8-factor model 

that combined employee harmonious and obsessive passion (∆χ2(8) = 838.45, p < .001), an 8-

factor model that combined charismatic and contingent reward leadership (∆χ2(8) = 56,8, p 

<.001), and a single-factor model with all items loaded on a single factor (∆χ2(36) = 6,022.39, p < 

.001).   

Similar to the main study, tests of mediation were conducted using the INDIRECT macro 

in SPSS. We included two alternative mediators comprising perceived leader obsessive 

(harmonious) passion and perceived leader positive (negative) affect as predictors of employee 

harmonious (obsessive) passion. We also controlled for employees’ organizational tenure and 

work experience initially, but their inclusion did not change the results substantially and hence 

they were excluded from the final analyses to conserve statistical power. To test the moderated 
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mediation models, we again utilized the PROCESS macro in SPSS and mean-centered all 

variables except for the dependent variables. We also included the same two alternative 

mediators and their interaction with IPSE. The detailed results of the analyses are available upon 

request from the authors.  
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