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Abstract

Experiential avoidance is defined as a process involving excessive negative evaluations of difficult or unwanted feelings,
thoughts, and sensations, an unwillingness to remain in contact with and express these experiences, and habitual attempts
to avoid or control them. Experiential avoidance is closely associated with maladaptive functioning. Although the ability
to connect with internal experiences has been considered an important element of effective leadership, this assumption has
not yet been empirically tested. On the basis of the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy model of experiential avoidance
and the propositions of leadership models (e.g., transformational and authentic leadership) that characterize leadership
as an emotion-related process, we examined the relationship between leaders’ experiential avoidance and their followers’
well-being in a sample of leader-follower triads. Well-being outcomes were subjective happiness, purpose in life, and job
satisfaction. We also tested the mediating roles of followers’ basic psychological need satisfaction and need frustration
in this relationship. Multilevel mediation model analyses suggested that followers’ psychological need frustration but not
need satisfaction mediated the relationship between leaders’ experiential avoidance and followers’ well-being outcomes.
Thus, a rigid attitude toward one’s internal experiences as a leader is a risk factor for followers’ well-being because leaders
with such attitudes may pay little attention to their followers and give rise to need frustration in their followers. Organi-
zational efforts to increase leaders’ flexibility in dealing with negative experiences can help foster well-being among both
leaders and their followers.
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Experiential avoidance (EA) is a process that is character-
ized by negative evaluations of difficult feelings, thoughts,
and sensations and an unwillingness to remain in contact
with them or express these experiences. Moreover, there
are habitual attempts to avoid or control them (Hayes, Fol-
lette & Linehan, 2004, 2006). EA is a broad class of cop-
ing strategies that involve behaviors, such as suppressing an
emotion or a thought; avoiding situations, people, or events
that evoke a particular unwanted internal experience; or dis-
tracting oneself when distressing memories occur (Hayes,
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Strosahl et al., 2004). EA has been emphasized as a relevant
problem in third-wave behavior therapy approaches, such as
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which posits
that habitual experiential avoidance is associated with mal-
adaptive functioning (Hayes, Follette & Linehan, 2004).
EA has been the focus of many studies in clinical psy-
chology, and it has been shown that this tendency is linked
to decreased positive affect and increased anxiety and
depression (e.g., Kashdan et al., 2006; Hayes et al., 1996;
Tull et al., 2004). There have also been initial studies on
EA in organizational psychology (e.g., Bond et al., 2013;
Lloyd et al., 2013). However, so far, research has mostly
focused on intrapersonal effects of EA, that is, its effects on
a person’s own physical, personal, social, or work-related
well-being. Only a few studies have investigated interper-
sonal effects, which are effects between individuals in close
relationships (e.g., Reddy et al., 2011). To our knowledge,
there has not been a study on the interpersonal effects of
EA in organizational settings even though the findings from


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2946-6934
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-022-03865-7&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-11-7

Current Psychology (2023) 42:28344-28355

28345

clinical research have suggested that there could be negative
effects.

The present research attempted to address this gap by
focusing on a real-life sample of matched leaders and fol-
lowers. Many theoretical approaches have emphasized the
importance of leaders’ abilities to connect with their internal
experiences, such as emotions and thoughts. For example,
according to ACT, whereas willingness to experience is an
essential component of good leadership and may improve
the quality of interpersonal relationships and organizational
outcomes, controlling or avoiding emotional experiences
(i.e., experiential inflexibility) has been considered detri-
mental to effective leadership (Moran, 2011). It has also
been argued that psychological flexibility, which includes
low EA, can improve the quality of interpersonal relation-
ships at work as well as organizational outcomes (Bond et
al., 2013; Moran, 2011; Reb et al., 2014). This idea is also
aligned with the conceptualization of leadership as a pro-
cess of social influence through which leaders can impact
their followers’ cognitions, emotions, and behaviors (Hum-
phrey, 2002, 2012). It is also aligned with the interaction-
ist-communicative leadership approach, which posits that
how leaders use and regulate their emotions influences the
effectiveness of their leadership (Riggio & Reichard, 2008).
Contemporary models of leadership, such as transforma-
tional leadership, also emphasize the positive effect of lead-
ers’ effective use of emotions (see Bass & Riggio, 2006;
Bakker et al., 2022).

In the present study, we explored the relationship between
leaders’ EA and their followers’ well-being. Our work con-
tributes to the emerging literature on EA at work by focus-
ing on its interpersonal outcomes. Past research (e.g., Bond
& Donaldso-Feilder, 2004; Bond et al., 2006; Lloyd et al.,
2013) has shown that employees’ EA was negatively asso-
ciated with their well-being at work and has thus provided
some evidence of intrapersonal effects of EA in organiza-
tional settings. Here, we focus on the leader-follower rela-
tionship, which is one of the most central relationships at
work. Many scholars (e.g., Gottman, 1994; Gross & John,
2003; Hayes et al., 2006) have proposed that avoidance of
internal experiences can result in poor-quality relationships
in general. There is indeed empirical evidence that EA can
be detrimental to interpersonal functioning (e.g., Twiselton
et al., 2020; Zamir et al., 2018). However, these previous
studies focused on romantic relationships. By examin-
ing the relationship between leaders’ EA and their follow-
ers’ well-being outcomes, we aim to better understand the
mechanisms that explain the interpersonal effects between
leaders and their followers in the workplace.

Our study also extends research on leadership by spe-
cifically focusing on the concept of EA. Although empiri-
cal work has reported that leaders’ emotional intelligence

(Sy et al., 2006), emotion regulation (Kafetsios et al.,
2011), emotion recognition (Kerr et al., 2006), and surface
and deep acting (Humphrey et al., 2008) impact follower
outcomes, leaders’ EA has not been studied as a separate
concept. Whereas emotion regulation, emotional intelli-
gence, and EA are all metacognitive and meta-mood con-
structs that emphasize the extent to which people perceive,
express, and regulate their internal experiences (Kashdan et
al., 2006), EA is distinct from them in terms of its broader
context, involving not only an unwillingness to remain in
contact with those experiences and express them but also
habitual attempts to avoid or control them (Hayes et al.,
2006). Besides, EA is concerned not only with emotional
processes but also thought-related processes and bodily sen-
sations. For example, thought suppression is considered to
be a form of EA (Purdon, 1999). In addition, EA involves
unwanted experiences only, whereas regulation of emotions
or emotional intelligence are concerned with both positive
and negative emotions.

Finally, in an attempt to better understand the relation-
ship between leaders” EA and followers’ well-being, in
accordance with self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan,
2000), we explore the mediating roles of basic psychologi-
cal need satisfaction and need frustration in the proposed
relationship. In the following sections, we explain our
related hypotheses and the rationale behind them on the
basis of the relevant literature.

Experiential avoidance

EA occurs when an individual is unwilling to remain con-
nected with their internal experiences such as emotions,
bodily sensations, thoughts, and memories, and attempts to
change the form or frequency of these experiences (Hayes
et al., 1996). EA is an overarching construct that is broader
than similar emotion regulation strategies such as thought
suppression and emotion suppression. It includes other
behaviors that serve an avoidant function as well as a nega-
tive attitude towards negative internal experiences (Hayes,
Strosahl et al., 2004).

Both the third-wave therapy approaches (e.g., Hayes
et al., 2006) and the process model of emotion regulation
(John & Gross, 2004) emphasize the paradox of EA in that
attempts to avoid or inhibit unpleasant feelings and thoughts
tend to actually increase the frequencies and levels of these
experiences. In fact, there is empirical evidence that the con-
tinuous pursuit of pleasant emotions and thoughts can back-
fire and may lead to negative affectivity and dysfunctional
behavior (Hayes et al., 2012; Stanton & Watson, 2014). On
the other hand, accepting one’s inner experiences has the
power to decrease the impact of distressing emotions and
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increase the ability to respond flexibly and not defensively
(Wenzlaff & Wegner, 2000).

Although avoidance strategies can have benefits under
certain circumstances, they may have a detrimental effect
on psychological health in the long term by promoting a
narrow attentional focus and inflexible or rigid behavioral
patterns (Hayes et al., 2006; Wilson & Murrell, 2004). In
fact, painful thoughts or emotions are believed to be neces-
sary in the pursuit of value-based goals as long as people are
willing to accept and be in touch with them (Bond & Bunce,
2003; Pomerantz et al., 2000).

EA has been found to be associated with reduced qual-
ity of life and well-being and increased ill-being, such as
anxiety, depression, and externalizing of problems (Bond
et al., 2011; Kashdan et al., 2006; Kashdan & Rottenberg,
2010; Woodruff et al., 2014) as well as decreased quality
of interpersonal relationships (Gerhart et al., 2014; Twisel-
ton et al., 2020). There is also a growing body of research
on people’s willingness to be in contact with their internal
experiences in the work context (e.g., Bond & Donaldso-
Feilder, 2004; Bond et al., 2006; Lloyd et al., 2013). For
example, psychological flexibility, which is characterized
by both low EA and high frequencies of value-driven and
goal-directed actions, is associated with increased job sat-
isfaction (Bond & Bunce, 2000; Bond & Flaxman, 2006),
ability to handle work pressure (Bond & Bunce, 2003), and
performance (Onwezen et al., 2014) and with decreased
emotional exhaustion (Biron & van Veldhoven, 2012).

Leaders’ EA and followers’ well-being

ACT has proposed that low EA is an aspect of psychological
flexibility that involves the abilities to (a) accept the present
moment without needing to regulate the associated emotions
and thoughts, (b) adapt to the situational demands of the situ-
ation, and (c) act in accordance with one’s goals (Bond &
Bunce, 2003; Hayes et al., 2006). Although numerous stud-
ies in clinical and organizational psychology have explored
psychological flexibility, research on psychological flexibility
in leadership has not evolved much. The ability to be con-
nected with internal experiences as opposed to controlling or
avoiding them has been proposed to be an important aspect of
effective leadership (Good et al., 2016; Moran, 2011). Schol-
ars also argued that psychological flexibility is an essential
component of good leadership and may improve the quality
of interpersonal relationships and organizational outcomes,
while habitual avoidance of one’s unpleasant internal experi-
ences has been proposed to contribute to ineffective leader-
ship (Ennis et al., 2015; Moran, 2011; Reb et al., 2014),
When leaders are preoccupied with controlling their
upsetting internal experiences, they might not be able to
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focus on the present moment or on their relationships with
the people around them. By contrast, if individuals do not
continuously attempt to control their internal experiences,
they should be better at responding to situations because
their attentional focus is not impeded (Bond & Flaxman,
2006; Lloyd et al., 2013). In addition, too much EA should
narrow the leader’s ability to take action because they may
be distracted by trying to avoid their experiences. By con-
trast, individuals who are psychologically flexible (i.e., low
on EA) should have more energy to deal with job demands
and engage in problem-solving (Bond et al., 2006). Willing-
ness to experience, as opposed to EA, can thus help leaders
be attentive and maintain good relationships with their fol-
lowers, consequently facilitating followers’ well-being and
job satisfaction. However, no study has directly explored
the specific effects of leaders’ EA on followers.

There are some studies that examined how leaders’ emo-
tion regulation and emotional intelligence are linked to a
variety of employee outcomes. However, the findings are
inconsistent. Whereas some studies have shown that man-
agers’ emotional intelligence is positively associated with
employees’ job satisfaction (e.g., Sy et al., 2006), others
have found that leaders’ emotional intelligence is not sig-
nificantly related to followers’ well-being (Donaldson-
Feilder & Bond, 2004). In addition, there is evidence that
leaders’ use of emotion and emotion recognition are posi-
tively related to followers’ ratings of leaders’ effectiveness
(Kerr et al., 2006) as well as followers” work attitudes and
emotionality (Kafetsios et al., 2011), but another study
found that leaders’ emotion regulation was associated with
low job satisfaction in followers (Kafetsios et al., 2011).
Finally, although one study found that suppression nega-
tively affected the quality of leader-follower relationships
and was related to physical health complaints in both groups
(Glasg & Einarsen, 2008), another showed that leaders’ sup-
pression was positively related to followers’ positive affect
(Kafetsios et al., 2012). Considering inconsistencies in the
literature and the fact that EA is a more general construct
that is only moderately related to emotion suppression, the
role of leaders’ EA in followers’ well-being has yet to be
explored.

The mindfulness literature has also provided support for
the roles of willingness and acceptance regarding internal
experiences in leadership and followers’ well-being (e.g.,
Good et al., 2016; Reb et al., 2014; 2015). Mindfulness is
the open, nonjudgmental awareness of one’s current expe-
rience and is aligned with the propositions of ACT and
psychological flexibility (Baer, 2003; Hayes et al., 2004a).
Studies have found that leaders’ mindfulness is positively
associated with followers’ well-being, job satisfaction, per-
formance, and leader-member exchange quality and nega-
tively related to followers’ emotional exhaustion (Arendt et
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al., 2019; Reb et al., 2014). Researchers have argued that
mindfulness provides leaders with the space to better deal
with the demands of leadership (e.g., Sauer & Kohls, 2010),
which is consistent with research on EA that stresses the
negative consequences of habitually avoiding internal expe-
riences and failing to pursue value-driven actions (Hayes et
al., 2006; Wenzlaftf & Wegner, 2000).

There are also findings from research on the role of EA
in interpersonal relationships in general. For instance, in
research on romantic couples, Twiselton et al. (2020) found
that an individual’s psychological flexibility predicted their
partner’s relationship quality ratings. In a study of veterans
and their partners, Zamir et al. (2018) found that a person’s
own EA was negatively related to their partner’s relation-
ship quality ratings. Similarly, Reddy et al. (2011) showed
that the higher an individual’s EA, the lower the partner’s
relationship adjustment. Such findings have the potential to
translate into workplace relationships, such as leader-fol-
lower relationships. To our knowledge, however, interper-
sonal aspects of EA have not been studied in organizational
settings.

The role of psychological need satisfaction
and frustration

In this study, we proposed a mechanism by which leaders’
EA is linked with followers’ well-being: basic psychologi-
cal need satisfaction and need frustration. According to
self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), the key
ingredient for well-being is the satisfaction of three basic
psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. Various studies have documented that need satisfaction
facilitates motivation, optimal functioning, well-being, and
individual growth (e.g., Reis et al., 2000; Simsek & Koy-
demir, 2013; Sheldon & Bettencourt, 2002). Satisfaction of
psychological needs is also associated with performance at
work, job satisfaction, and employee well-being (Baard et
al., 2004; Gomez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018). Need
frustration (i.e., the extent to which psychological needs
are thwarted) on the other hand, is associated with a vari-
ety of ill-being outcomes, including anxiety, depression,
emotional exhaustion, and negative affect (Bartholomew et
al., 2011; Campbell et al., 2018; Serhatoglu et al., 2022). It
is also related to higher stress and lower work engagement
(Olafsen et al., 2021; Trépanier et al., 2015).

Studies in leadership found that followers’ psychological
need satisfaction mediated the effects of leaders’ mindful-
ness on followers’ performance (Reb et al., 2014) and both
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Chang et al., 2014).
Followers’ psychological need satisfaction was also found

to mediate the relationship between transformational leader-
ship and job satisfaction (Kovjanic et al., 2012).

On the basis of the relevant theoretical and empirical lit-
erature, we propose that as leaders practice EA, they will
be less likely to have the resources to provide a context in
which their employees’ psychological needs can be met and
that these needs may be thwarted. We hypothesize that EA
will be negatively linked to followers’ well-being outcomes,
namely, subjective happiness, purpose in life, and job satis-
faction, via its negative association with need satisfaction
and its positive association with need frustration. Thus, we
specifically hypothesize that basic psychological need sat-
isfaction and need frustration will mediate the relationship
between leaders’ EA and followers’ well-being.

Method
Participants and procedure

We collected data from individuals in a leadership role in Tur-
key and two people who reported directly to them (followers).
To participate in this study, leaders had to play a managerial/
supervisory role in which they had at least three direct reports.
A total of 74 leaders (34 women, 40 men) and 148 follow-
ers (83 women, 65 men) completed the questionnaires. They
represented a variety of sectors, such as education, finance,
health, technology, and engineering. Supervisors’ ages ranged
from 18 to 65 with amean 0f42.47 (SD=9.13), and followers’
ages ranged from 18 to 54 with a mean of 33.96 (SD="7.89).
Leaders had an average of 7 years (SD=7.02) and followers
had an average of 5 years (SD=4.71) of experience in their
current roles. A total of 5.4% of leaders had a high school
degree, 46% had a bachelor’s degree, and 49% had a graduate
degree or higher; 57% of followers had a bachelor’s degree,
and 43% had a graduate degree or higher.

The data were collected online. We used snowball sam-
pling, social media platforms, and personal contacts to
recruit participants. We distributed the survey links to vari-
ous social media platforms and personal contacts. Ethical
approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the
University of Bamberg. We obtained informed consent from
all participants. Completing all the measures took approxi-
mately 15 min for both leaders and followers. Leaders were
given the opportunity to either join a lottery with a monetary
reward or receive a personality and life satisfaction assess-
ment report based on their responses to the study measures,
whereas each follower was given an Amazon gift card.

To ensure an unbiased choice of subordinates, we asked
leaders to name the two subordinates whose last names
came first in the alphabet and to provide their contact infor-
mation. Each supervisor and their subordinates received an
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email that included the link to the online survey with a pre-
determined private code. Each triad had a group code that
enabled us to match the responses. Data were provided to the
researchers in a de-identified form to ensure confidentiality.

Measures
Brief experiential avoidance scale

Leaders’ EA was measured with the Brief Experiential Avoid-
ance Scale (BEAQ; Gamez et al., 2014). The scale is a short
version of the 62-item Multidimensional Experiential Avoid-
ance Questionnaire (MEAQ). The BEAQ assesses a lack of
willingness to experience one’s feelings, thoughts, and sensa-
tions in combination with a lack of attempts to change them.
A sample item is, “One of my big goals is to be free from
painful emotions.” The BEAQ has 15 items that are rated on a
6-point Likert scale (1 =strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree).
The scale has good internal consistency, with Cronbach’s
alphas ranging from 0.80 to 0.89 in previous studies (Gamez
et al., 2014; Vazquez-Morejon et al., 2019). We translated the
scale into Turkish using a back-translation process. Internal
consistency was found to be 0.79 for the current data.

Subjective happiness scale

We measured the hedonic happiness of both leaders and fol-
lowers with the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky
& Lepper, 1999), which is a four-item self-report instrument
rated on a 7-point Likert scale. A sample item is, “Compared
with most of my peers, I consider myself to be...” (ratings
ranged from 1 =not a very happy person to 7=a very happy
person). The SHS has good reliability and convergent valid-
ity (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). We used the Turkish
adaptation of the SHS by Dogan and Totan (2013). For the
current sample, the reliability was 0.70.

Brief purpose in life

We measured followers’ level of purpose in life using the
Brief Purpose in Life (BPIL; Hill et al., 2015) scale, which
is a four-item self-report measure rated on a 5-point Likert
scale (1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree). The BPIL
measures the themes of goal setting and sense of direction in
life. Sample items are, “There is a direction in my life” and
“I know which direction I am going to follow in my life.”
Previous studies reported good reliability (e.g., 0.87; Hill et
al., 2015). We translated the scale into Turkish using a back-
translation process. Internal consistency was 0.83 for the cur-
rent data.
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Brief job satisfaction measure II

We used the Brief Job Satisfaction Measure I (BISM-II;
Judge et al., 1998) to measure followers’ job satisfaction.
The BISM-II is a five-item self-report instrument with
a 7-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly
agree). A sample item is, “Each day of work seems like it
will never end.” The scale had a reliability of 0.88 in previ-
ous research (Judge et al., 1998). We translated it into Turk-
ish using a back-translation process. Internal consistency
was 0.70 in the current sample.

Basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration scale

We measured followers’ need satisfaction and frustration
with the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frus-
tration Scale (Chen et al., 2014). This scale consists of 24
items measuring autonomy satisfaction (e.g., “I feel a sense
of choice and freedom in the things I undertake”), autonomy
frustration (e.g., “Most of the things I do feel like ‘I have
to’”), relatedness satisfaction (e.g., “I feel that the people
I care about also care about me”), relatedness frustration
(e.g., “I feel excluded from the group I want to belong to”),
competence satisfaction (e.g., “I feel confident that I can
do things well”), and competence frustration (e.g., “I have
serious doubts about whether I can do things well”) rated
on a scale ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (completely
true). The Turkish adaptation of the scale by Serhatoglu et
al. (2019) was used in the current study. Because we were
interested in the general level of frustration of needs, we
used the total scores for both need satisfaction and frustra-
tion. In the current sample, the internal consistency was
0.85 for need satisfaction and 0.79 for need frustration.

Results

Descriptive statistics were computed with IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics for Windows, version 25 (IBM Corp., 2017). The
hypotheses were tested using Mplus, version 7.2 (Muthén
& Muthén, 1998-2012). Descriptive statistics are presented
in Table 1.

As we collected data from two followers per leader, our
data had a hierarchical and nonindependent structure. Thus,
followers’ evaluations on Level 1 were nested in leaders’
evaluations of their own EA on Level 2. The Level 2 pre-
dictor, leaders’ EA, was centered on the grand mean prior to
analyses.

To test the hypothesized indirect effects, we analyzed two
separate multilevel mediation models described by Preacher
et al. (2010, 2011). We included leaders’ EA as the predic-
tor on Level 2, followers’ psychological need satisfaction
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Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Internal Consistency Estimates
Variable M SD 1 3 4 5 6
1 Leaders’ EA  2.80 0.74 (0.79)
2 Followers’ 4.29 0.53 —0.30%* (0.85)
PNS
3 Followers’ 1.82 0.53 0.58%** —0.89%** (0.79)
PNF
4 Followers’ 5.01 1.08 —0.50%** 0.71%** —0.82%** (0.74)
SH
5 Followers’JS 5.52 0.97 —-0.27* 0.88%** —0.68%** 0.47%** (0.70)
6 Followers’ PIL 4.04 0.69 —0.55%%* 0.83%** —(.93%** 0.78*** 0.55%** (0.83)

Note. N="4 leader-follower triads. Alpha coefficients are given in parentheses along the diagonal.

EA =experiential avoidance; PNS =psychological need satisfaction; PNF =psychological need frustration; SH =subjective happiness; JS =job

satisfaction; PIL =purpose in life.
* p<.05. % p<.01. *** p<.001.

(Model 1) and need frustration (Model 2) as the mediators
on Level 1, and followers’ subjective happiness, job sat-
isfaction, and purpose in life as outcomes on Level 1 (see
MPlus syntax in the supplementary material). Thus, we had
a 2-1-1 model (leader-level predictor, follower-level media-
tors, follower-level outcomes). In the null model, we first
checked the intraclass correlation, which is defined as the
ratio of between-group variance to total variance (ICC (1);
Bryk & Raudenbush, 1988) and which measures the degree
of dependence within a cluster (i.e., followers pertaining to
one leader), was 0.20 for psychological need satisfaction,
0.12 for psychological need frustration, 0.13 for subjective
happiness, 0.37 for job satisfaction, and 0.10 for purpose
in life, indicating that multilevel modeling was appropri-
ate!. Model fit was acceptable to good with RMSEA=0.08
for Model 1 and 0.00 for Model 2, CFI=0.99 for Model 1
and 1.00 for Model 2, and TLI=0.93 for Model 1 and 1.07
for Model 2, and SRMR =0.05/0.12 (within/between) for
Model 1 and 0.03/0.10 (within/between) for Model 2 (Hu
& Bentler, 1999).

In Model 1, leaders’ EA did not predict followers’ psy-
chological need satisfaction (b=—10.09, SE=0.06, 95% CI
[-0.21, 0.03], p=.126). Thus, even though need satisfaction
predicted all follower outcomes (see Table 2), the hypoth-
esized indirect effects were not significant (all ps>0.129).
In Model 2, leaders’ EA predicted followers’ psychological
need frustration (b=0.14, SE=0.06, 95% CI [0.03, 0.26],
p=.014). Furthermore, need frustration predicted all fol-
lower outcomes (see Table 2). The indirect effects of leaders’
EA on followers’ subjective happiness (b=—0.11,SE=0.05,
95% CI[-0.21,—0.01], p=.026),job satisfaction (b=—0.10,
SE=0.04, 95% CI [-0.18, —0.01], p=.026), and purpose in

! We additionally calculated the ICC (2), which is an estimate of the

reliability of the group means (Bliese, 2000). The ICC (2) was 0.95 for
psychological need satisfaction, 0.91 for psychological need frustra-
tion, 0.92 for subjective happiness, 0.98 for job satisfaction, and 0.89
for purpose in life.

life (b=-0.08, SE=0.03, 95% CI [-0.14, —0.01], p=.025)
via psychological need frustration were all significant?.

Discussion

We aimed to apply ACT’s propositions regarding the associa-
tion of EA with well-being to leader-follower relationships
and empirically test the extent to which leaders’ EA was
associated with their followers’ well-being and whether that
relationship was mediated by followers’ psychological need
satisfaction and frustration. The findings showed that need
frustration mediated the link between leaders’ EA and follow-
ers’ well-being, whereas need satisfaction did not.

We specifically found that the higher the EA of leaders,
the higher their followers’ need frustration, which in turn
was negatively associated with all well-being outcomes,
namely, subjective well-being, purpose in life, and job satis-
faction. On the other hand, leaders’ EA was not a significant
predictor of followers’ need satisfaction, and therefore, our
hypothesis regarding the mediating effect of psychological

2 Inresponse to a reviewer’s comment, we additionally ran our analy-
ses while controlling for leaders’ gender and age. Model fit worsened
after the control variables were added with RMSEA =0.12 for Model 1
and 0.09 for Model 2, CFI=0.95 for Model 1 and 0.96 for Model 2, and
TLI=0.75 for Model 1 and 0.79 for Model 2, and SRMR =0.07/0.21
(within/between) for Model 1 and 0.02/0.13 (within/between) for
Model 2. In Model 1, leaders’ EA did not predict followers’ psycho-
logical need satisfaction (b = -0.05, SE=0.06, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.08],
p=.473). Thus, even though need satisfaction predicted all follower
outcomes, the hypothesized indirect effects were not significant (all
ps>0.47). In Model 2, leaders’ EA marginally significantly predicted
followers’ psychological need frustration (b=0.10, SE=0.06, 95% CI
[0.02, 0.22], p=.089). Furthermore, need frustration predicted all fol-
lower outcomes. The indirect effects of leaders’ EA on followers’ sub-
jective happiness (b =-0.07, SE=0.05, 95% CI [-0.16, 0.02], p=.107),
job satisfaction (b = -0.07, SE=0.04, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.01], p=.107),
and purpose in life (b =-0.05, SE=0.03, 95% CI [-0.11, 0.01], p=.106)
via psychological need frustration were not significant. The full results
can be obtained from the authors.
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Table 2 Model Coefficients for the Multilevel Mediation Analysis

Followers’ PIL

Followers’ JS

Followers’ SH

Followers’ PNF

Followers’ PNS

SE

SE

SE

SE

SE

Model 1

0.06 0.17
0.08

-0.08

0.10 0.16
0.13

-0.15

0.10 0.12

0.13

-0.15

0.06 0.126

-0.09

Leaders’ EA

<0.001

0.93%%*

<0.001

0.73%%*

<0.001

1.18%*

Followers’ PNS

Model 2

-0.09 0.07 022

0.28

0.11

-0.12

0.17

0.11

-0.15

0.06 0.01

0.14*

Leaders’ EA

0.10 <0.001

0.15 <0.001 -0.67** 0.13 <0.001 -0.53**

-0.79%*

Followers’ PNF

job satisfaction;

psychological need frustration; SH=subjective happiness; JS

psychological need satisfaction; PNF =

=experiential avoidance; PNS=

74 leader-follower triads. EA

purpose in life.
* p<.05.*%* p<.001.

Note. N
PIL

need satisfaction was not supported, although need satisfac-
tion significantly predicted all the well-being outcomes.

Although the role of EA in employees’ well-being and ill-
being has been studied extensively over the last few decades
(Hayes, Follette & Linehan, 2004; Kashdan & Rottenberg,
2010; Machell et al., 2015), the focus of previous research
has often been clinical and mainly on the intraindividual
level. To our knowledge, this is the first study to demon-
strate that leaders’ EA—the tendency to negatively evaluate
unwanted internal experiences, remain disconnected from
them, and refrain from expressing them—is linked to their
followers’ well-being. There is evidence that leaders’ mind-
fulness—an aspect of psychological flexibility (e.g., Chang
et al., 2014; Reb et al., 2014)—and their emotion regula-
tion (e.g., Kafetsios et al., 2011; Sy et al., 2006) are related
to followers’ well-being outcomes. Our findings add to this
literature in providing evidence for the relevance of EA as
a broader concept in leader-follower triads. They extend
previous research by providing preliminary evidence of
the link between leaders’ problematic tendencies in dealing
with their internal experiences and the well-being of their
followers (see Gooty et al., 2010; Rajah et al., 2011).

In line with the propositions of self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), we also showed that psychological
need satisfaction was positively associated and need frustra-
tion was negatively associated with followers’ well-being,
findings that are consistent with previous research (Baard
et al., 2004; Fernet et al., 2013; Olafsen et al., 2021). More
importantly, our findings showed that psychological need
frustration explained the effect of leaders’ EA on followers’
well-being. In other words, it appears that the ways in which
leaders approach their own unwanted internal experiences
make them behave in a manner that drains their followers’
psychological energy through the frustration of the basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness and thus undermines followers’ well-being. The fact
that EA did not predict need satisfaction might be explained
by the distinct nature of need satisfaction and need frustra-
tion. Although in its earlier conceptualization, need frustra-
tion was regarded as the absence of need satisfaction (Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Ryan, 1995), there is considerable evidence
that a high score on need frustration is a stronger predictor of
negative experiences than a low score on need satisfaction
is, and need satisfaction is a better predictor of well-being
than need frustration is (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Chen et
al., 2014; Rouse et al., 2020). A meta-analysis on need satis-
faction in the workplace also showed that need satisfaction
was more closely related to positive outcomes than it was to
negative outcomes (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Our find-
ings are also consistent with previous research that showed
that suppression of emotions was more strongly associated
with need frustration than it was with need satisfaction
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(Benita et al., 2019). However, more research with different
samples is needed to compare how EA is associated with
need satisfaction versus need frustration.

Habitual EA consumes attention and energy as the indi-
vidual is preoccupied with controlling their internal experi-
ences, such as emotions and thoughts, which could amplify
negative emotions and thus promote ill-being (Hayes, Stro-
sahl et al., 2004, 2006). This idea is aligned with findings on
the paradoxical effect of thought suppression (Wegner et al.,
1987) and might explain why leaders’ EA is associated with
the frustration of their followers’ needs. Leaders might not
have enough resources to pay attention to what their follow-
ers need. The less individuals attempt to control their inter-
nal experiences, the better they can respond to situational
demands (Lloyd et al., 2013). In addition, as people accept
their emotions and thoughts, they respond more flexibly and
are better able to deal with the demands of their daily work
(Sauer & Kohls, 2010; Wenzlaft & Wegner, 2000). There
is longitudinal evidence from the workplace that higher
acceptance of personal experiences predicts mental health
and performance over a year (Bond & Bunce, 2003). There
is also evidence that deliberate efforts to align felt emotions
with emotional displays in the form of controlled affect
regulation contributes to emotional exhaustion (Biron &
Van Veldhoven, 2012), which can in turn result in leaders
responding in ways that frustrate the psychological needs
of their followers. However, these assumptions should be
tested in future studies.

Although there is some empirical evidence that EA
impairs different aspects of interpersonal relationships (e.g.,
Reddy et al., 2011; Zamir et al., 2018), to our knowledge,
our study is the first to specifically explore the interpersonal
aspects of EA in an organizational setting. The findings are
consistent with the assumptions that avoidance of conflict
and inner experiences negatively influence interpersonal
relationships by weakening effective communication, inhib-
iting closeness, stimulating negative affect, and diminishing
support (Gable & Impett, 2012; Gottman, 1994; Gross &
John, 2003) as well as with research that documented that
acceptance-based interventions such as ACT (Dahl et al.,
2014; McKay et al., 2012) are effective in helping people
in close relationships enhance their communication and
satisfaction.

Our findings are also in line with previous studies that
have shown that the extent to which leaders perceive, use,
and express their emotions has an effect on their followers.
For example, how leaders use their emotions affects their
subordinates’ affectivity and job satisfaction (Kafetsios
et al., 2011), and if leaders are exhausted, their followers
suffer (Koppe et al., 2018). The way leaders express their
emotions has also been found to contribute to subordinates’
mood (Kerr et al., 2006; Sy et al., 2006). Although our study

focused specifically on leaders’ lack of willingness to expe-
rience unwanted inner experiences, it provides further evi-
dence that being open to one’s emotions and thoughts, and
flexibility around such experiences are an important aspect
of leadership. In addition, our findings are consistent with
some of the leadership theories, such as transformational
leadership (Gardner & Avolio, 1998) and the interactionist-
communicative approach (Riggio & Reichard, 2008).

However, it should be noted that the mediation model
turned nonsignificant after we reran the analyses with lead-
ers’ age and gender as control variables as suggested by one
of the reviewers of an earlier version of our manuscript.
Therefore, the results of the mediation analyses should be
interpreted with caution. Leaders’ demographic attributes
(e.g., age and gender) are known to be relevant to leadership
effectiveness and followers’ perceptions of leaders (Paus-
tian-Underdahl et al., 2014; Vecchio & Bullis, 2001). Future
research on leaders’ EA should consider such attributes by
using larger samples.

Although we used a triadic data structure, which enabled
us to test our assumptions from two perspectives, the study
has some limitations. First, our study utilized a correlational
design, which does not allow for causal conclusions. It is
important for future studies to examine the hypothesized
model using a longitudinal design where the changes in
leaders’ EA and followers’ well-being are measured over
time. Additionally, researchers could attempt to experi-
mentally manipulate EA to establish causal relationships.
Second, our study relied on self-reports. Future research
might supplement this perspective with other measurement
approaches, such as informant reports and behavioral mea-
sures. Third, the current study was based on a nonrandom
selection of leaders as respondents, which might affect the
generalizability of the findings. Besides, we asked leaders
to choose their followers on the basis of the position of their
surnames in the alphabet to decrease bias through deliber-
ate selection. However, we cannot be sure whether leaders
still invited followers from whom they expected favorable
ratings. Fourth, we used a single operational measure of EA.
Other studies should consider additional measures of EA.
Future research might also directly examine the differential
effects of EA and related concepts, such as emotion regu-
lation, emotional intelligence, and mindfulness. Fifth, the
sample was drawn from Turkey, which has long been con-
sidered a relatively collectivistic culture where interdepen-
dence is high among people (Karakitapoglu-Aygiin, 2004).
Studies have also found differences in well-being between
samples from Turkey and Germany (e.g., Koydemir &
Schiitz, 2012). Caution is needed in generalizing the find-
ings. And finally, although we used multiple measures of
well-being (i.e., subjective happiness, job satisfaction, and
purpose in life), there are other indicators of well-being,
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such as physical and interpersonal well-being. Our findings
should be interpreted with respect to this limitation, and
future research should include other well-being measures to
capture a more complete picture.

It should also be noted that followership models have pro-
posed that too much focus on leaders and leadership skills
might draw an incomplete picture and ignore the possibil-
ity that synergetic relationships from effective followers are
as important as effective leaders in determining individual
and organizational well-being (Chaleff, 2009; Kellerman,
2008). Although leaders are significant in the sense that
they are the ones who are providing the necessary resources
and environment for their followers to flourish, each party’s
contribution and the interaction between them are important
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Future research will benefit from
exploring more follower-focused data.

One of the implications of our study is that interven-
tions that target the development of leaders’ psychological
flexibility might indirectly improve followers’ well-being.
We focused on only one specific aspect of psychological
flexibility—EA—Dbut this aspect is the most important and
extensively studied component of psychological flexibility.
Previous research has shown that interventions that are aimed
at helping individuals become more flexible in approach-
ing their internal states in the context of work (e.g., through
methods such as Acceptance and Commitment Training)
have resulted in an increased ability to handle work strain
and reductions in burnout (Bond & Bunce, 2003; Hayes et
al., 2006). Organizations might consider implementing such
training programs to help leaders develop a more flexible
approach to their internal experiences.

Conclusion

Despite its limitations, the current study provided preliminary
evidence for the association between leaders’ EA and their
followers’ well-being. We also showed a possible mechanism
for these relationships, namely, the frustration of basic psy-
chological needs. The findings suggest that a rigid attitude
toward one’s internal experiences as a leader might be a risk
factor for followers’ well-being because it can frustrate fol-
lowers’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. It
seems important that leaders develop a more flexible approach
to their own emotions and thoughts to become attentive to
their own needs and those of their followers. Organizational
efforts to increase flexibility related to negative experiences
may constitute an important opportunity to sustain well-being
among both leaders and their followers.
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