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Abstract
While previous research has assumed that intense leader anger displays result in negative consequences, researchers have recently
started to outline their potential for prompting followers to improve their performance. We explain these conflicting positions by
demonstrating that leaders’ anger intensity positively affects both deviance and work effort through triggering anger and anxiety
in followers. We conducted two critical incident studies, replicating our results with different methodologies and controlling for
potential alternative explanations. In line with theories on reciprocal emotions, supervisor-directed deviance became more likely
with higher leader anger intensity because followers reacted with correspondingly more anger. However, in line with theories on
complementary emotions, leaders’ anger intensity was also positively related to followers’ work effort due to followers’ anxiety.
These results were replicated when taking leaders’ anger appropriateness into account as a potential moderator of the deviance-
related path and when controlling for followers’ feelings of guilt (an alternative explanation for followers’work effort). Our paper
provides evidence that intense anger displays increase followers’work effort but also cautions leaders to show these, as the work
effort caused by them is based on followers’ intimidation and likely to be accompanied by deviant reactions. By considering the
affective reactions triggered in followers, our paper integrates diverging theoretical perspectives on followers’ reactions to
leaders’ anger intensity. Moreover, it is one of the first to disentangle the interpersonal effects that different expressions of the
same emotion may have.
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Leaders regularly experience anger at work (Fitness, 2000;
Glomb & Hulin, 1997). This finding is unsurprising consider-
ing that leadership is, essentially, a process of social influence
(Yukl, 2012). As anger occurs in social situations in which one
considers others to be responsible for negative outcomes
(Clore & Ortony, 1991), any follower behaviors that disrupt
leaders’ influence are likely to provoke anger in leaders. This
can be the case when followers perform poorly (Fitness,
2000), obstruct leaders’ goals by missing important deadlines
(Clore & Ortony, 1991), or behave offensively by ignoring
leaders’ instructions (Solomon, 1983).

When leaders express their experienced anger toward fol-
lowers in these situations, their anger expressions can vary
widely, from slight irritation to intense rage (Glomb, 2002).
The more intensely leaders express their anger toward fol-
lowers, the more followers can be expected to react negatively
to it (Gibson & Callister, 2010). Theoretical accounts assume
that these negative consequences result from intense anger
displays being seen as violating commonly acknowledged
norms in work contexts, i.e., that they are triggered by cogni-
tive mechanisms occurring in followers (Geddes & Callister,
2007). Indeed, empirical research has shown that intense an-
ger displays are likely to provoke deviant reactions on the part
of others and worsen workplace relationships (Geddes &
Stickney, 2011; Gibson, Schweitzer, Callister, & Gray, 2009).

Recently, however, research has started to question the as-
sumption that intense anger displays lead only to detrimental
consequences for leaders (Gibson & Callister, 2010). In con-
trast, it has been suggested that high-intensity anger displays
may also lead to followers’ performance improvement efforts,
as they may cause followers to reflect on their own behavior
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and adjust it accordingly (Lindebaum, Jordan, &Morris, 2016).
Thus, both leader-directed deviance and work effort are likely
to increase with the intensity of leaders’ anger expressions.

While previous research has concentrated on cognitive
explanations for the consequences of intense anger dis-
plays (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Lindebaum et al.,
2016), we suggest an alternative explanatory mechanism
by proposing that both types of consequences may result
from followers’ affective reactions. Based on functional
accounts of emotions (Keltner & Kring, 1998; Van Kleef,
2009), we assume that intense leader anger displays spark
both reciprocal emotions (i.e., anger; Friedman, Anderson,
Brett, Olekalns, Goates, & Lisco, 2004) and complementa-
ry emotions (i.e., anxiety; Dimberg & Öhman, 1996) in
followers. Whereas we expect followers’ affective reaction
of anger to lead to supervisor-directed deviance (Simon,
Hurst, Kelley, & Judge, 2015), we expect followers’ affec-
tive reaction of anxiety (which encompasses an unpleasant
state of distress in response to a perceived threat; Brooks &
Schweitzer, 2011) to result in increased work effort
(Keltner, Young, & Buswell, 1997).

With these predictions, our paper makes several theoret-
ical contributions. First, we extend research on leaders’
emotion displays, which so far has usually focused on
comparing the outcomes of different emotion displays,
such as anger and happiness, with each other (Van Kleef,
Homan, Beersma, Van Knippenberg, Van Knippenberg, &
Damen, 2009; Van Kleef, Homan, Beersma, & Van
Knippenberg, 2010). By examining consequences of emo-
tional intensity─a thus far largely overlooked construct
(Van Kleef, Homan, & Cheshin, 2012)─our study, in con-
trast, highlights how important it is to consider the effects
that different expressions of the same emotion may have.
By introducing followers’ experiences of anger and anxi-
ety as responses to the intensity of leaders’ anger displays,
our study thereby integrates diverging perspectives on fol-
lowers’ resulting behavioral reactions (Geddes & Callister,
2007; Gibson & Callister, 2010).

Second, our paper extends the Dual Threshold model of
anger (Geddes & Callister, 2007), a theoretical model try-
ing to predict whether anger will result in negative or pos-
itive outcomes. According to the Dual Threshold model,
high-intensity anger expressions should be more likely to
cause negative outcomes as they will be perceived as cross-
ing the impropriety threshold in going beyond commonly
accepted norms in the organization. Hence, the Dual
Threshold model so far explains potential negative out-
comes of anger displays by means of a cognitive mecha-
nism. While this approach is valuable, the Emotions as
Social Information model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014) points
out that emotion displays influence others not only via
cognitive mechanisms, but also by triggering emotions in
them. By outlining that negative reactions to intense leader

anger constitute a consequence of followers’ anger, we
thus integrate an affective mechanism into the Dual
Threshold model (Geddes & Callister, 2007).

Third, our paper also extends the Emotions as Social
Information model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014). Up to date,
this model assumes that whenever others react affectively
to negative emotion displays (such as anger), this should
lead to negative consequences for the emotion-displaying
person. In addition, the model states that negative conse-
quences can only be avoided when observers engage in
cognitive processing of the respective emotion display.
Interestingly, our paper shows that the nature of anger
displays’ consequences depends not only on whether af-
fective or cognitive reactions occur, but also on the spe-
cific affective reactions triggered in others. Results indi-
cate that angry affective reactions indeed lead to negative
consequences for the emotion-displaying persons in being
the target of others’ deviance, while anxious affective re-
actions trigger work effort. While increased work effort
appears to be desirable at first glance, highlighting anxiety
as the explanatory affective mechanism behind this reac-
tion puts into question how beneficial increased work ef-
fort in response to intense leader anger expressions really
is. In this vein, differentiating between followers’ recipro-
cal and complementary affective reactions might be an
important step to improve our understanding of the con-
sequences of leaders’ emotion displays.

With regard to practical contributions, our paper validates
leaders’ assumption that angry outbursts may motivate fol-
lowers to work harder (Lindebaum & Fielden, 2011; Parrott,
1993). However, leaders should be aware that these effects are
driven by followers’ experience of anxiety, an extrinsically
controlled form of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000) that may
negatively affect both employees’well-being and their perfor-
mance (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Haslam, Atkinson, Brown, &
Haslam, 2005; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010); moreover, these
effects are accompanied by negative follower behaviors
resulting from reciprocal anger experiences. Carefully
weighing consequences of intense anger displays thus seems
to be warranted.

To derive these implications, we conducted two studies.
Study 1 applies a critical incident methodology to test the
hypothesized relationships between leaders’ anger intensi-
ty, followers’ anger and anxiety, and followers’ supervisor-
directed deviance and work effort. In study 2, we amend
the critical incident methodology by using an experimental
approach to further scrutinize our theoretical model. In
addition, we take the situational appropriateness of leaders’
anger displays into account as a potential moderator of our
deviance-related path (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Van
Kleef, 2009) and include followers’ guilt as an alternative
affective reaction for our effort-related path (Morris &
Keltner, 2000).
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The Effect of Leaders’ Anger Intensity
on Followers’ Affective and Behavioral
Reactions

To derive our hypotheses, we follow the Emotions as Social
Information model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014), which proposes
that the emotions that leaders display influence followers’
affective reactions and, thereby, their behavioral reactions.

Direct Effect of Leaders’ Anger Displays on Followers’
Affective Reactions

In general, followers’ affective reactions to leaders’ emotion
displays can occur in two different ways (Keltner & Kring,
1998; Van Kleef, 2009): First, followers can react in an emo-
tionally reciprocalway, experiencing the same emotion as the
emotion-displaying leader (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson,
1994). Second, they can react in an emotionally
complementary way, experiencing emotions that are different
from but directly respond to those of the emotion-displaying
leader (Morris & Keltner, 2000).

Reciprocal Feelings of Anger The assumption that anger dis-
plays trigger reciprocal feelings of anger in others is broadly
confirmed by previous research in the areas of social di-
lemmas and negotiation (Lelieveld, Van Dijk, Van Beest, &
Van Kleef, 2012), conflict situations (Friedman et al., 2004),
performance feedback (Johnson & Connelly, 2014), and lead-
ership (Koning & Van Kleef, 2015). Reciprocal feelings of
anger are plausible considering that persons displaying anger
to others are seen as blaming these others for negative events
(Smith & Ellsworth, 1985), as well as being hostile (Clark,
Pataki, & Carver, 1996) and coercive (Schwarzmüller, Brosi,
Spörrle, & Welpe, 2017). All of these perceptions may cause
followers to feel unfairly treated or badly managed
(Lindebaum et al., 2016) and therefore spark reciprocal feel-
ings of anger (Gibson & Callister, 2010). Theoretical accounts
on anger in the workplace (Miron-Spektor & Rafaeli, 2009)
and conflict spirals (Andersson & Pearson, 1999) further sug-
gest that the resulting experiences of anger increase with the
intensity of leaders’ anger displays. Thus, we propose that the
intensity of leaders’ anger displays will positively affect the
degree to which their followers experience anger.

Hypothesis 1a: The intensity of leaders’ anger displays
positively affects followers’ level of anger.

Complementary Feelings of Anxiety Leaders’ anger displays
may also induce complementary affective reactions in
followers. The typical complementary emotion to anger
is anxiety, as studies in the domains of classical condi-
tioning (Dimberg & Öhman, 1996), negotiat ion

(Lelieveld et al., 2012), and leadership (Lewis, 2000)
have shown. Considering that anger is frequently per-
ceived as aggression (Averill, 1982) and that anger dis-
plays are often used as an intimidation strategy by which
leaders threaten their followers with negative conse-
quences (Fitness, 2000), it seems plausible for followers
to react with anxiety to leaders’ anger displays. With
higher-intensity anger displays suggesting that negative
consequences are more likely to follow (Gibson et al.,
2009), it also seems plausible to assume that the intensity
of leaders’ anger displays will positively affect the de-
gree to which followers experience anxiety.

Hypothesis 2a: The intensity of leaders’ anger displays
positively affects followers’ level of anxiety.

Indirect Effect of Leaders’ Anger Displays
on Followers’ Behavior

Followers’ Supervisor-Directed Deviance via Experienced
Anger Awealth of previous studies (e.g., Skarlicki & Folger,
1997; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007) has shown that, when feeling
anger, one is more likely to engage in antisocial behaviors as a
means of venting this anger (Bies & Tripp, 1998) and of get-
ting even with those inducing it (Fitness, 2000). Moreover,
research has already demonstrated that followers engage in
supervisor-directed deviance (i.e., deliberate actions against
the supervisor) such as gossiping and talking in a demeaning
way about their leader to others (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007;
Tepper, Moss, Lockhart, & Carr, 2007) when they feel anger
toward him or her (Ferris, Yan, Lim, Chen, & Fatimah, 2016;
Simon et al., 2015). Thus, supervisor-directed deviance is
likely to increase with followers’ anger.

Hypothesis 1b: Followers’ level of anger positively
affects their supervisor-directed deviance.

Integrating our predictions for the a-path (effects of leaders’
anger intensity on followers’ anger) and the b-path (effects of
followers’ anger on their supervisor-directed deviance), the
intensity of leaders’ anger displays should thus positively af-
fect followers’ supervisor-directed deviance through fol-
lowers’ own level of anger.

Hypothesis 1c: The intensity of leaders’ anger displays
positively affects followers’ supervisor-directed deviance
through followers’ level of anger.

Followers’ Work Effort via Experienced Anxiety While fol-
lowers’ deviance is likely to result from their anger, followers’
work effort can be assumed to arise from followers’ anxiety.
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Previous research has shown that feelings of anxiety trigger a
desire to affiliate with (Schachter, 1959) and appease others
and to make amends for one’s wrongdoings (Keltner et al.,
1997). The more anxious followers become in reaction to
leaders’ anger displays, the more they may try to calm the
uneasy situation by pacifying the angry leader by engaging
in reparative behaviors. A reparative behavior that followers
might use to appease leaders is increased work effort (i.e.,
putting a higher amount of energy into their job; Kacmar,
Zivnuska, & White, 2007; Seo, Bartunek, & Barrett, 2010).
In sum, we therefore assume that followers’ level of anxiety
will be positively related to the amount of work effort they
subsequently display.

Hypothesis 2b: Followers’ level of anxiety positively af-
fects their work effort.

In conclusion, our predictions for the a-path (effects of
leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ anxiety) and the b-path
(effects of followers’ anxiety on their work effort) lead to a
positive indirect effect of leaders’ anger intensity on fol-
lowers’ work effort through followers’ felt anxiety.

Hypothesis 2c: The intensity of leaders’ anger displays
positively affects followers’ work effort through fol-
lowers’ level of anxiety.

Figure 1 visualizes the theoretical model underlying this
paper.

Study 1—Method

With anger taking place in temporary episodes (Beal,
Trougakos, Weiss, & Green, 2006), we decided to use an
established critical incident procedure (Aquino, Tripp, &
Bies, 2001, 2006) to elicit salient memories of leader anger.
This approach is common in anger research (Averill, 1982;
Gibson et al., 2009; Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson, & O’Connor,
1987) and is characterized by high ecological validity (Zheng,
Van Dijke, Leunissen, Giurge, & De Cremer, 2016). Hence, we
asked employees to describe a situation in which their leader
had recently displayed anger at work (these descriptions were
later on used to qualitatively code leaders’ anger intensity) and
to report their affective and behavioral reactions to it.

Participants

The participants, who were recruited via a large German on-
line business network, were eligible for the study if they de-
scribed a situation in which their leader had displayed anger
during the past 6 months and indicated that they were
employed and had a leader. Furthermore, participants’

description of leaders’ anger displays needed to be detailed
enough to allow for coding and had to include a situation in
which their leader had displayed anger toward followers rather
than toward unrelated third parties, such as suppliers or cus-
tomers, regarding which followers’ emotional reactions are
likely to differ due to a lack of proximity and similarity
(Miron-Spektor & Rafaeli, 2009). Not in all retained cases
was leaders’ anger toward followers directed (solely) at par-
ticipants themselves; in some cases, it was also directed at a
larger group of employees or at participants’ co-workers, or its
target was not clearly specified. In line with research on the
Emotions as Social Information model (e.g., Van Kleef et al.,
2009; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007), which has so far made similar
predictions for all of these cases, we decided to keep all gen-
erally follower-directed anger incidents in our dataset.

Out of the initial pool of 258 participants, 177 participants
fulfilled the criteria specified above, 165 of which provided
complete data for path modeling. Of the participants, 57.70%
were male, and the mean age was about 35 years (SD = 8.73).
Overall, participants were highly educated (76.70% had com-
pleted university) and had worked for an average of 12 years
(SD = 10.04). More were occupied in service than production
industries (61.90% compared to 38.10%), and most worked in
sales (25.90%), marketing (11.50%), and IT (9.80%).
Participants had worked with their current leader for an average
of 2 years (SD = 1.76). Finally, independent sample t tests and
χ2 tests with Bonferroni corrections showed no significant dif-
ferences regarding included and excluded participants’ demo-
graphics (i.e., sex, age, industry, function, work experience, and
time spent working with their leader), personality (i.e., emo-
tional intelligence1 and tendency to answer in a socially desir-
able way), or their reactions to the described anger incident (i.e.,
anger, anxiety, deviance, and work effort), indicating that sys-
tematic sampling biases are unlikely to be present in our data.

Procedure

In accordance with previous critical incident studies (Aquino
et al., 2001, 2006; Zheng et al., 2016), participants were
instructed to remember a recent situation in which their direct
leader had displayed anger: “We would now like to ask you to
recall a situation at work in which your direct leader displayed
anger. If possible, please choose a situation that has occurred
during the past six months. If this is not possible, please think
of the most recent situation that comes to your mind.” They
were then asked to remember as many details about this situ-
ation as possible and to describe the situation (“What exactly
had happened—why did your leader become angry?”) and the
way in which their leader had displayed anger (“How did your
leader express his/her anger?”) in two open-ended text fields.

1 We assessed emotional intelligence with four items measuring participants’
awareness of others’ emotions (α = 0.87; Jordan & Lawrence, 2009).
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On average, participants’ descriptions of the situations were
26.83 words long (SD = 22.04) and gave a good impression of
the circumstances. In line with research indicating that emo-
tions can be well measured by retrospectively asking partici-
pants to which degree they felt discrete emotions during a
certain situation in the past (Barrett, 1997; Harmon-Jones,
Bastian, & Harmon-Jones, 2016; Levine, Prohaska, Burgess,
Rice, & Laulhere, 2001), participants were then asked to re-
port their own affective and behavioral reactions to this event.
The study was conducted online using a standard survey tool.

Measures

Leaders’ Anger Intensity As was the case in other critical in-
cident studies (e.g., Falbe & Yukl, 1992), we assessed the
intensity with which leaders had displayed anger by qualita-
tively coding participants’ open-ended descriptions of their
leaders’ expressions of anger (Mwordcount = 17.36,
SDwordcount = 11.36). Following previous studies (e.g.,
Fitness, 2000), we conducted the coding procedure in two
steps: First, after reading all descriptions of leaders’ anger
expressions, we developed a coding scheme for the intensity
of leaders’ anger. Second, two raters (the first author and a
research assistant) coded all leader anger descriptions inde-
pendent of one another. To determine inter-rater reliability,
we calculated Krippendorff’s alpha (Hayes & Krippendorff,
2007) (α = 0.87). Remaining disagreements between the two
coders were solved by discussion.

In line with previous studies, greater anger intensity was
assumed to be reflected in a greater visibility of leaders’ anger
to others (Gibson et al., 2009; Stickney & Geddes, 2016).
Hence, with greater anger intensity usually comemore explicit
outward signs of anger, such as more nonverbal expressions
(e.g., enhanced volume, rate of speech, angry facial expres-
sions), verbal expressions (e.g., overtly stating one’s anger,
swearing, insulting, criticizing, threatening), and physical ac-
tions (e.g., slamming doors, pounding tables, throwing things)
(Geddes & Callister, 2007; Spielberger, Reheiser, &
Sydeman, 1995). Our coding scheme ranged from 1 (very
little anger) to 5 (very strong anger). In order to achieve a

common understanding of the different anger intensities
among coders, anger expression descriptions from our mate-
rials were used as exemplary anchors for these scale points.
We coded anger expressions as comprising “very little anger”
when there were almost no visible signs of anger (exemplary
anchors: “He asked me to perform the task in a different way”;
“He explained to me which mistake I had made and asked me
to seek my colleagues’ help when confronted with novel as-
signments”; “He remained calm and factual”). We coded an
incident as involving a “medium level of anger” when anger
was clearly recognizable (exemplary anchors: “He talked
louder and turned recognizably angry. He complained that
he should now even take employees’ personal interests into
account”; “He repeatedly told us that this was not possible
[...], i.e., he verbally expressed his anger. His face turned red
and his whole appearance was tense and angry; “He turned
louder and made an annoyed impression”). Finally, we coded
an incident as representing “very strong anger” when leaders’
anger was extremely visible to outside observers (exemplary
anchors: “He rushed into my room, slammed the door,
shouted at me, accused me of maliciousness, and threatened
me with massive consequences. He would not listen to my
objections and soon pounded away furiously”; “Yelling,
insulting, partly throwing things at people”; “The leader came
into the room without greeting, at first holding himself back,
than he literally exploded. What followed was loud yelling
and personal verbal insults”).

Followers’ Affective Reactions Participants indicated the de-
gree to which they themselves had felt anger and anxiety in
the previously described situation on a scale from 1 (not at all)
to 6 (extremely strong). Both constructs were measured with
three items each (anger: angry, annoyed, irritable, αAnger =
0.85; anxiety: afraid, scared, nervous, αAnxiety = 0.77) taken
from Van Katwyk, Fox, Spector, and Kelloway (2000) as well
as Watson, Clark, and Tellegen (1988).

Followers’ Behaviors Participants reported to what degree they
had engaged in supervisor-directed deviance and displayed
effort at work in the days after the described incident on a

Leaders‘ anger 
intensity

Followers‘ level  
of anger

Followers‘ level  
of anxiety

Followers‘ supervisor-
directed deviance

Followers‘ work 
effort

+ 

+ 

+

+ 

Fig. 1 Theoretical model of the
effects of leaders’ anger intensity
on followers’ affective reactions
and behaviors
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seven-point scale (1 = not at all; 7 = absolutely). Both behav-
iors were measured with three items each. Items for
supervisor-directed deviance (α = 0.90) were adapted from
Mitchell and Ambrose (2007) and Cohen-Charash and
Mueller (2007), with a sample item being “On the days after
the above-described situation, I gossiped about my leader.”
Items for work effort (α = 0.90) were adapted from
Brockner, Grover, Reed and Dewitt (1992) and Brown and
Leigh (1996), with a sample item being “On the days after
the above-described situation, I tried to work as hard as
possible.”

Control Variables We controlled for several participant char-
acteristics as these seemed likely to affect both the described
intensity of leaders’ anger displays and followers’ affective
and behavioral reactions. First, we controlled for participants’
gender, because women have been generally found to perceive
and experience more intense affective reactions (Fujita,
Diener, & Sandvik, 1991) and show less deviance than men
(Berry, Ones, & Sackett, 2007). We controlled for partici-
pants’ age, because older people seem to perceive and expe-
rience less intense negative emotions (Gross, Carstensen,
Pasupathi, Tsai, Götestam Skorpen, & Hsu, 1997) and also
engage less in deviant behavior than younger people (Berry
et al., 2007). Moreover, as we asked participants questions
that may trigger concerns about social desirability (e.g., de-
scriptions of their leaders’ anger and their own emotions and
behavior), we followed the recommendations of previous re-
search (Aquino et al., 2006) by controlling for participants’
tendency to answer in a socially desirable way. This tendency
was measured with 16 items (α = 0.69) from Paulhus (1991)
on a scale ranging from 1 (not true) to 7 (very true).

Results

Preliminary Data Analysis

Due to the concurrent measurement of followers’ affective
and behavioral reactions, we conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis to ensure that our mediating and criterion variables
were distinct from one another. To do so, we compared the
model fit of our proposed four-factor model (two affective
reactions, two behavioral reactions) with the fit of a two-
factor model in which the two variables constituting the
deviance-related b-path of our model (followers’ anger and
deviance) loaded on one common factor, while the two vari-
ables constituting the effort-related b-path of our model (fol-
lowers’ anxiety and work effort) loaded on another common
factor. Furthermore, we assessed the fit of a one-factor model
in which all mediating and criterion variables loaded on one
common method factor.

To determine model fit, we analyzed relative chi-square (χ2/
df), for which values should be below 3.00 (Kline, 2005), the
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), for which
values smaller than 0.08 indicate reasonable fit (Browne &
Cudeck, 1992), and the comparative fit index (CFI), which
ought to be greater than 0.95 to be considered good (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). The fit for our proposed four-factor model
was good (χ2 [48] = 36.86, ns; χ2/df = 0.77; RMSEA= 0.00;
CFI = 1.00). In comparison, the fit of the two-factor (χ2 [53] =
338.69, p < .001; χ2/df = 6.39; RMSEA = 0.18; CFI = 0.74;
Δχ2 [5] = 301.83, p < .001) and one-factor (χ2 [54] = 722.56,
p < .001;χ2/df = 13.38; RMSEA= 0.27; CFI = 0.38; Δχ2 [6] =
685.70, p < .001) models was significantly worse. These results
provide evidence that our mediating and criterion variables do
indeed reflect distinct constructs and indicate that common
method variance on our proposed b-path does not constitute a
serious threat to our study (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &
Podsakoff, 2003).

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

The descriptive statistics and correlations of all variables are
depicted in Table 1.

Hypotheses Testing

In order to simultaneously consider all variables in our model,
hypotheses were tested making use of a path model in SPSS
AMOS (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Wood, Goodman,
Beckmann, & Cook, 2008). As both followers’ anger and
anxiety relate to negative affect (Watson et al., 1988), their
error terms were allowed to correlate. The same applies to
followers’ deviance and work effort, both of which constitute
work-related follower behaviors (Sakurai & Jex, 2012).
Following the recommendation of previous research
(Cheung & Lau, 2008; Preacher & Hayes, 2004), indirect
effects resulted from the product of the a- and b-paths and
were estimated on the basis of 10,000 bootstrap samples with
bias-corrected confidence intervals. To allow for truly unbi-
ased estimates of our indirect effects, we also included the
direct effects of leaders’ anger intensity on our two outcome
variables (followers’ deviance and work effort) in our path
model (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Based on the outlined theo-
retical consideration that participants’ sex, age, and tendency
to answer in a socially desirable way might affect the de-
scribed intensity of leaders’ anger displays and followers’ af-
fective and behavioral reactions to it, we controlled for these
variables by letting them affect our predictor, mediator, and
outcome variables. While followers’ sex and age did not sig-
nificantly affect any of our variables, social desirability
exerted a significantly positive effect on the described leader
anger intensity (β = 0.15, p < .05) and followers’ reported
work effort (β = 0.17, p < .05). In sum, our modeling approach
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resulted in a good overall model fit (χ2 [3] = 5.38, ns; χ2/df =
1.79; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.98).

To test our hypotheses, we first examined the influence of
leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ anger and their resulting
deviance. There was a positive effect (β = 0.27, p < .001) of
leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ anger (hypothesis 1a).
Followers’ anger, in turn, positively affected their supervisor-
directed deviance (β = 0.42, p < .001) (hypothesis 1b). The
resulting indirect effect (hypothesis 1c) of leaders’ anger in-
tensity on followers’ deviance via followers’ anger was sig-
nificantly positive (a × b = 0.12, 95% CI [0.05, 0.20],
p < .001). All hypotheses for the deviance-related path of our
model were thus confirmed.

Second, we analyzed the influence of leaders’ anger inten-
sity on followers’ anxiety and followers’ resulting work effort.
Results showed that leaders’ anger intensity positively (β =
0.33, p < .001) affected followers’ anxiety (hypothesis 2a),
which in turn positively affected their work effort (β = 0.50,
p < .001) (hypothesis 2b). The resulting indirect effect (hy-
pothesis 2c) of leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ work
effort via followers’ anxiety was significantly positive (a ×
b = 0.17, 95% CI [0.09, 0.29], p < .001). All hypotheses for
the effort-related path of our model were hence also con-
firmed. Figure 2 gives detailed information on the other

relationships included in our model; Table 2 shows all indi-
rect, direct, and total effects of leaders’ anger intensity.

Discussion

The results of this critical incident study provide evidence for
our proposition that the intensity of leaders’ anger expressions
elicits both reciprocal and complementary affective reactions
in followers that lead to more deviance and work effort. The
more intense leaders’ anger expressions were in terms of non-
verbal and verbal components as well as physical actions, the
more followers experienced reciprocal feelings of anger,
which led to more supervisor-directed deviance. In line with
our reasoning, the intensity of leaders’ anger expressions also
led to complementary feelings of anxiety, which translated
into higher follower work effort.

Although these results fully support our assumption that
followers’ anger and anxiety constitute explanatory mecha-
nisms for followers’ deviance- and effort-related reactions to
leaders’ anger intensity, we proceeded to subject our hypothet-
ical model to further testing. First, although leaders’ anger
intensity was coded, while followers’ emotional and behav-
ioral reactions were reported, participants provided all the

Leaders‘ anger 
intensity

Followers‘ level  
of anger

Followers‘ level  
of anxiety

Followers‘ supervisor-
directed deviance

Followers‘ work 
effort

.27*** 

.42*** 

.33*** 

.50*** 

-.14 

-.14 

.29*** 

-.01  

Fig. 2 Standardized path
coefficients for the effects of
leaders’ anger intensity on
followers’ affective reactions and
behaviors in study 1 (N = 165).
For reasons of clarity, the effects
of control variables were omitted
in this figure. ***p < .001

Table 1 Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabilities of all variables in study 1

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Followers’ gender 0.42 0.50

2. Followers’ age 34.72 8.73 − .13

3. Followers’ social desirability 4.46 0.68 .02 .10 (.69)

4. Leaders’ anger 3.17 1.07 .08 − .05 .15*

5. Followers’ anger 3.33 1.39 .08 − .01 .10 .29*** (.85)

6. Followers’ anxiety 2.60 1.30 .10 − .02 − .07 .34*** .46*** (.77)

7. Followers’ deviance 2.67 1.79 .08 − .05 − .03 .35*** .44*** .16* (.90)

8. Followers’ work effort 3.53 1.77 − .02 − .02 .11 .12 .09 .42*** − .09 (.90)

Note. Followers’ gender is coded as 0 = male and 1 = female; M =mean value, SD = standard deviation; scale reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) are
indicated in brackets

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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information for study 1 at the same time, whichmight threaten
the internal validity of our findings (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, &
Podsakoff, 2012). Although our statistical analyses suggested
that this was not the case, we nevertheless aimed to experi-
mentally control the intensity of leaders’ anger displays in
study 2 to increase the internal validity of our findings.

Second, one might argue that our participants in study 1
were more likely to recollect inappropriate instead of appro-
priate anger expressions, as the former might have been more
salient to them due to causing expectancy violations
(Burgoon, 1993). Both the Dual Threshold model (Geddes
& Callister, 2007) and the Emotions as Social Information
model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014) suggest that leaders’
inappropriate anger expressions (i.e., those anger expressions
seen as incorrect for the situation and not in correct proportion
to the evoking circumstances; Shields, 2005) provoke nega-
tive follower reactions. In consequence, our model might be
restricted to situations in which leaders’ anger expressions are
seen as inappropriate, or, respectively, appropriateness might
constitute an alternative explanation for our demonstrated ef-
fects. Therefore, in addition to experimentally controlling
leaders’ anger intensity in study 2, we explicitly asked partic-
ipants to report leader anger displays of either low or high
appropriateness, so as to account for potential main effects
of anger (in)appropriateness and its interaction effects with
leaders’ anger intensity.

Third, while anxiety is the typical complementary emotion
to anger (Dimberg & Öhman, 1996; Lelieveld et al., 2012),
anger displays, which encompass blaming others for a failure
(Clore & Ortony, 1991), might also trigger guilt in others
(Dimberg & Öhman, 1996), as guilt is experienced when
one sees one’s own actions as causing a negative event
(Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996). Like anxiety, guilt
triggers a desire to repair threatened relationships (Keltner &
Buswell, 1997; Morris & Keltner, 2000). Thus, followers’
experience of guilt might constitute an alternative explanation
for followers’ increased work effort. For this reason, we in-
cluded guilt as an alternative mediating mechanism in study 2.

Study 2—Method

We again relied on a critical incident procedure, asking partic-
ipants to recall a situation in which their leader had expressed
anger toward them. However, in this study we randomly
assigned participants to report a situation in which this anger
was of either high or low intensity and of either high or low
appropriateness, resulting in a 2 (anger intensity: high or
low) × 2 (anger appropriateness: high or low) experimental
design. Specifying the type of situation that participants are
to remember comes with the benefit of giving them a frame of
reference while maintaining a high degree of external validity
(Zheng et al., 2016). To account for alternative indirect effects,
we also assessed followers’ affective reaction of guilt.

Participants

A total of 335 participants were recruited via a large German
online business network and through personal contacts. As in
study 1, participants had to remember a situation in which
their leader had displayed anger to them and had to be
employed and have a leader. Six participants were excluded
prior to the analyses as they reported that their leaders had
never displayed any anger to them, one as she had answered
none of the questions regarding her own reactions to the
recalled situation. This resulted in a final sample of 328 par-
ticipants of whom 297 provided complete data for subsequent
path analysis. Participants had a mean age of 34 years (SD =
11.05), and 48% of them were male. In general, participants
were highly educated (60.80% had completed university) and
had worked for an average of 12.52 years (SD = 11.15). More
were occupied in service than in production industries
(77.30% compared to 22.70%), and they mostly worked in
sales (15%), human resources (9.30%), and IT (9%).
Participants had worked with their current leader for approx-
imately 3 years (SD = 3.58). Independent sample t tests and χ2

tests with Bonferroni corrections showed no significant differ-
ences regarding included and excluded participants’ demo-
graphics (i.e., sex, age, industry, function, work experience,
and time spent working with their leader) or personality (i.e.,
agreeableness2 and tendency to answer in a socially desirable
way), again speaking against systematic sampling biases.

2 We measured participants’ agreeableness with 12 items (α = 0.74) from the
NEO-FFI by Costa & McCrae (1985) taken from its German translation by
Borkenau & Ostendorf (2008). We did so as one might expect agreeable
followers, who are very sensitive to interpersonal conflict, to react more
strongly to their leaders’ anger intensity. However, statistical analyses indicat-
ed that agreeableness did not significantly affect followers’ anger (β = − 0.02,
ns) and anxiety (β = 0.07, ns) nor their deviance (β = − 0.04, ns) and work
effort (β = − 0.05, ns). In addition, when controlling for participants’ agree-
ableness in our path model, results for our basic model remained comparable
in size and direction, indicating that participants’ agreeableness does not exert
a central influence on our model.

Table 2 Effect decomposition for standardized indirect, direct, and total
effects of leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ behavior in the empirical
path model of study 1

Followers’ supervisor-
directed deviance

Followers’
work effort

β SE β SE

Indirect effect via…

…Followers’ anger .12*** 0.04 − .04 0.03

…Followers’ anxiety − .05 0.03 .17*** 0.05

Direct effect .29*** 0.05 − .01 0.07

Total effect .36*** 0.06 .11 0.08

***p < .001
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Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to recall a recent situa-
tion (during the past 6 months or as recently as possible) in
which their direct leader had displayed anger of either high or
low intensity and of either high or low appropriateness. To
avoid that participants recalled leader anger directed toward
other followers (e.g., their colleagues), we specified that the
anger displays should have been directed toward participants
themselves:

“We would now like to ask you to recall a situation at
your current workplace in which your direct leader has
displayed strong (/weak) anger that was directed toward
yourself and in which you thought that this anger dis-
play was appropriate (/inappropriate).

Hereby we mean that 1) your leaders’ anger was
targeted at yourself, 2) your leader was very angry (/a
bit angry) and 3) you were of the opinion that your
leaders’ anger display was understandable, justified
and appropriate (/not understandable, not justified
and not appropriate).”

The definition of appropriateness was taken from Van
Kleef & Côté (2007). On average, participants’ descriptions
of the situation were 29.75 words long (SD = 26.83) and gave
a good impression of the circumstances at hand. The described
situation had occurred on median 10 weeks ago (SD = 46.38),
and participants indicated that they could remember the situ-
ation well (M = 5.89, SD = 1.32, on a scale from 1 = not at all
to 7 = very well) and were sure about their answers (M = 5.92,
SD = 1.16, on a scale from 1= not at all sure to 7= very sure).
Participants then reported their behavioral and affective reac-
tions to the situation. The study was conducted online using a
standard survey tool to ensure anonymity.

Measures

Followers’ Affective Reactions Participants indicated to what
degree they themselves had felt anger and anxiety in reaction
to the situation on the same scales as in study 1 (αAnger = 0.85;
αAnxiety = 0.83). In addition, we also measured participants’
feelings of guilt with three items (repentant, guilty, blamewor-
thy; α = .88) taken from Izard, Dougherty, Bloxom and
Kotsch (1974).

Followers’ Behaviors Participants were asked to what de-
gree they had engaged in supervisor-directed deviance
(α = 0.92) and how much effort they had exerted at work
(α = 0.94) in the days after the described situation, on the
same scales as in study 1.

Manipulation Checks To ensure that our anger intensity ma-
nipulation had worked, we asked participants how strongly
their leader had displayed anger (items: angry, annoyed, irri-
table, α = 0.87, scale: 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely strong) in
the situation they had just described. To ensure that our anger
appropriateness manipulation had worked, we asked partici-
pants to indicate how appropriate they perceived their leaders’
anger display to be (measured with six items, such as justified
and understandable (α = 0.90), taken from Van Kleef & Côté,
2007) on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (totally).

Control VariablesAs in study 1, we controlled for participants’
gender, age, and tendency to answer in a socially desirable way
(α = 0.69). In addition, we controlled for the number of weeks
that had passed since the described anger incident to account
for potential memory effects (Aquino et al., 2001, 2006).

Results

Preliminary Data Analysis

To test the distinctiveness of our mediating and criterion var-
iables, we started by conducting a confirmatory factor analysis
on followers’ affective and behavioral reactions. The fit for the
five-factor model (differentiating between followers’ anger,
anxiety, guilt, deviance, and work effort) was good (χ2

[80] = 121.70, p < .01; RMSEA = 0.04; CFI = 0.99). In com-
parison, the fit of a two-factor model that differentiated only
between a deviance-related and an effort-related pathway (χ2

[89] = 1289.79, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.20; CFI = 0.65; Δχ2

[9] = 1168.09, p < .001), or a one-factor model in which all
constructs loaded on a common method variance factor (χ2

[90] = 2508.26, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.29; CFI = 0.29; Δχ2

[10] = 2386.56, p < .001), was significantly worse.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

The descriptive statistics and correlations of all variables are
presented in Table 3.

Manipulation Checks

A leaders’ anger intensity (high vs. low) × appropriateness
(high vs. low) analysis of covariance on perceived anger inten-
sity revealed a significant main effect of leaders’ anger intensity
(F [1, 297] = 11.39, p < .001, η2 = 0.04). Participants in the high
anger intensity conditions (M = 4.30, SD = 1.22) rated their
leader as showing significantly more anger than did partici-
pants in the low anger intensity conditions (M = 3.81, SD =
1.27). In contrast, there neither was a main effect of leaders’
anger appropriateness (F [1, 297] = 0.96, ns, η2 = .00) nor an
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interaction effect between leaders’ anger intensity and appro-
priateness (F [1, 297] = 3.33, ns, η2 = .01) concerning per-
ceived leader anger intensity.

Regarding perceived anger appropriateness, there was a
significant main effect of leaders’ anger appropriateness (F
[1, 297] = 34.56, p < .001, η2 = 0.10), with participants in the
high appropriateness conditions (M = 4.15, SD = 1.79) rating
their leaders’ anger as significantly more appropriate than did
participants in the low appropriateness conditions (M = 3.03,
SD = 1.58). In contrast, there was neither a main effect of
leaders’ anger intensity (F [1, 297] = 0.12, ns, η2 = 0.00) nor
an interaction effect between leaders’ anger appropriateness
and intensity (F [1, 297] = 0.01, ns, η2 = 0.00) concerning per-
ceived anger appropriateness.

Taken together, these results indicate that our experimental
manipulations were successful and led participants to recollect
the types of anger events that they were asked to remember.

Hypotheses Testing

As in study 1, we tested our hypotheses with a path model in
SPSS AMOS, making use of bootstrapping with bias-
corrected confidence intervals to test for indirect effects.

Basic Model The overall model fit of our proposed model was
again appropriate (χ2 [10] = 24.70, p < .01; χ2/df = 2.47;
RMSEA= 0.07; CFI = 0.93). Regarding our control variables,
the number of weeks that had passed since the anger event did
not significantly affect any of our model variables. However,
female gender was positively related to deviance (β = 0.20
p < .001), while age (β = − 0.13, p < .01) and social desirabil-
ity (β = − 0.16, p < .01) negatively affected deviance ratings.

Additionally, age was negatively related to work effort (β = −
0.17, p < .001), whereas social desirability was positively re-
lated to it (β = 0.22, p < .001). Concerning our hypotheses, we
then examined the influence of leaders’ anger intensity on
followers’ deviance via followers’ own level of anger.
Leaders’ anger intensity had a positive effect (β = 0.22,
p < .001) on followers’ level of anger (hypothesis 1a), which
in turn positively affected followers’ supervisor-directed devi-
ance (β = 0.47, p < .001) (hypothesis 1b). The resulting indi-
rect effect (hypothesis 1c) of leaders’ anger intensity on fol-
lowers’ deviance via followers’ anger was significantly posi-
tive (a × b = 0.20, 95% CI [0.10, 0.32], p < .001). We then
analyzed the influence of leaders’ anger intensity on fol-
lowers’ work effort via followers’ own level of anxiety.
Results showed that leaders’ anger intensity positively (β =
0.12, p < .05) affected followers’ level of anxiety (hypothesis
2a). Followers’ anxiety in turn positively (β = 0.37, p < .001)
affected their work effort (hypothesis 2b). The resulting indi-
rect effect (hypothesis 2c) of leaders’ anger intensity on fol-
lowers’ work effort via followers’ anxiety was significantly
positive (a × b = 0.09, 95% CI [0.00, 0.18], p < .05). Overall,
these results mirror those of study 1 and thus provide further
evidence for our basic model.

Robustness Checks We continued by checking the robustness
of our model by including guilt as an additional mediator for
our two outcome variables and by including appropriateness
as an additional main effect as well as moderator for our pro-
posed relationships. In comparison to our basic model, doing
so resulted in a significant decrease in model fit (χ2 [21] =
144.31, p < .001; χ2/df = 6.87; RMSEA = 0.14; CFI = 0.82;
Δχ2 [11] = 119.33, p < .001).

Table 3 Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabilities of all variables in study 2

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Followers’ gender 0.52 0.50

2. Followers’ age 34.11 11.05 − .04

3. Followers’ social desirability 4.49 0.71 .05 .21*** (.69)

4. Number of weeks since situation 24.63 46.38 .03 .11* − .02
5. Leaders’ anger appropriateness 0.45 0.50 .01 .02 − .00 .05

6. Leaders’ anger intensity 0.51 0.50 .07 − .07 − .08 .08 − .01
7. Followers’ guilt 2.16 1.28 − .02 − .13* .06 − .02 .21*** .10 (.88)

8. Followers’ anger 3.47 1.30 .04 .03 − .05 .02 − .13* .18*** − .12* (.85)

9. Followers’ anxiety 2.57 1.30 .06 − .08 − .01 .09 .04 .15** .55*** .09 (.83)

10. Followers’ deviance 3.09 2.04 .19*** − .16** − .18** .02 − .07 .10 − .15** .47*** .12* (.92)

11. Followers’ work effort 3.85 1.86 .01 − .13* .16** .01 .06 .11* .47*** − .02 .39*** − .14* (.94)

Note: Followers’ gender is coded as 0 =male and 1 = female;M =mean value, SD = standard deviation; leaders’ anger appropriateness is coded as 0 =
low appropriateness and 1 = high appropriateness; leaders’ anger intensity is coded as 0 = low intensity and 1 = high intensity; scale reliabilities
(Cronbach’s alpha) are indicated in brackets

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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To check the robustness of our deviance-related path, we
examined leaders’ anger appropriateness as an additional and
moderating variable. There was a significant main effect of
leaders’ anger appropriateness on followers’ anger (β = −
0.16, p < .05), but no significant interaction effect with inten-
sity (β = 0.03, ns), while the effect of leaders’ anger intensity
on followers’ anger remained significant (β = 0.20, p < .01).
As followers’ anger again positively affected followers’
supervisor-directed deviance (β = 0.43, p < .001), we were
able to replicate the significantly positive indirect effect of
leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ deviance via followers’
anger (a × b = 0.18, 95% CI [0.05, 0.31], p < .01). The
deviance-related path was thus robust even when taking the
appropriateness of leaders’ anger displays into account.

To check the robustness of our effort-related path, we ex-
amined the effect of leaders’ anger intensity on followers’
guilt and found no such relation (β = 0.09, ns). Instead, a sig-
nificant effect of leaders’ anger appropriateness emerged (β =
0.22, p < .01), indicating that followers’ guilt is driven by the
appropriateness rather than the intensity of leaders’ anger dis-
plays. Mediated via followers’ guilt, the appropriateness of
leaders’ anger displays exerted a significantly positive indirect
effect on followers’ work effort (a × b = 0.14, 95% CI [0.04,
0.26], p < .01). Not surprisingly, the effect of leaders’ anger
intensity on followers’ work effort via followers’ anxiety
hence remained stable when including followers’ guilt as a
mediator (a × b = 0.08, CI [0.02, 0.17], p < .01), as leaders’
anger intensity continued to positively affect followers’ anxi-
ety (β = 0.18, p < .05), which in turn positively affected fol-
lowers’work effort (β = 0.21, p < .001). Thus, followers’ guilt
does not constitute an alternative explanatory mechanism for
the effort-related path in our model.

Figure 3 gives detailed information on the relationships
contained in our model, Table 4 shows all indirect, direct,
and total effects of leaders’ anger intensity.

Discussion

Experimentally controlling for the intensity of the reported
leader anger displays and thereby increasing the internal va-
lidity of our model, study 2 replicates our finding that the
intensity with which leaders display anger toward their fol-
lowers relates to both followers’ supervisor-directed deviance
and work effort due to the anger and anxiety triggered in them.
In addition, it provides evidence for the robustness of our
deviance-related path, as leaders’ anger intensity continued
to exert a significantly positive indirect effect on followers’
deviance when including main effects of and interaction ef-
fects with leaders’ anger appropriateness in our model.
Moreover, study 2 also speaks to the robustness of our
effort-related path by showing that followers’ anxiety
heightens their work effort even when controlling for fol-
lowers’ guilt, while the appropriateness of leaders’ anger dis-
plays likewise triggered more work effort due to followers’
higher levels of guilt.

General Discussion

By means of two studies, our paper introduces followers’ af-
fective reactions as an explanation for why intense leader an-
ger displays increase both followers’ negative behavior
(Geddes & Callister, 2007; Geddes & Stickney, 2010) and
intentions to improve their performance (Lindebaum et al.,
2016). Specifically, we confirm followers’ reciprocal anger
and complementary anxiety as explanatory affective mecha-
nisms for followers’ deviance and work effort. Results were
also confirmed when controlling for situational appropriate-
ness as potential boundary condition for followers’ anger and
followers’ guilt as an alternative affective mechanism for fol-
lowers’ anxiety. In addition, our effects seem to be generaliz-
able from situations in which leader anger is generally
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Followers‘ level  
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directed deviance

Followers‘ work 
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Fig. 3 Standardized path
coefficients for the effects of
leaders’ anger intensity on
followers’ affective reactions and
behaviors in study 2 (N = 297).
For reasons of clarity, the effects
of control variables were omitted
in this figure. *p < .05; **p < .01;
***p < .001
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follower-directed (study 1) to situations in which it is clearly
directed at participants themselves (study 2). This is an inter-
esting finding, which suggests that followers react with anger
and anxiety if they themselves are in the focus of leaders’
anger intensity, but also if they are not its central target.

The deviance-related path showed that the more intensely
leaders express their anger, the more anger they stir in fol-
lowers, which in turn provokes these to show deviance toward
their leaders. Notably, results did not indicate that followers’
anger reactions changed when leaders’ intense anger displays
were appropriate to the situation. Thus, intense anger displays
on part of leaders may lead to angry and deviant follower
reactions no matter how justified and reasonable they might
seem based on the current circumstances. Even when fol-
lowers make a serious work-related mistake (such as missing
an important deadline and thereby losing a main client), they
may strike back to intense anger displays by their leader.

Furthermore, according to the effort-related path, fol-
lowers’ anxiety increases with the intensity of their leaders’
anger displays and leads them to put more effort into their
work. Including guilt as alternative affective mechanism fur-
ther indicated that it is actually followers’ feelings of anxi-
ety—not their feelings of guilt—that lead followers to in-
crease their work effort when leaders’ anger becomes more
intense. In contrast, followers’ feelings of guilt were uniquely
elicited by the appropriateness of leaders’ anger displays, also
leading to higher work effort in followers. Thus, when
leaders’ anger is justified and understandable, followers exert
more work effort due to feeling guilty, while─independently
from appropriateness─the intensity of leaders’ anger displays
leads to higher work effort due to eliciting anxiety.

Implications for Theory

Our results have important implications for theory. First of
all, our paper extends the Emotions as Social Information
model (Van Kleef, 2014), which has proposed that

whenever observers react affectively to others’ anger dis-
plays (i.e., come to feel emotions themselves), this will
lead to negative outcomes for the anger-displaying person.
Refining this position, the results of our studies show that
observers’ reactions depend on the specific negative emo-
tions that are triggered in them; that is, deviant reactions
result from observers’ reciprocal anger, while increased
work effort is triggered by observers’ complementary feel-
ings of anxiety. Both deviance and work effort thus follow
from the affective reactions evoked in observers, outlining
the importance of distinguishing between different nega-
tive affective reactions in order to integrate diverging per-
spectives (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Gibson & Callister,
2010) on the specific nature of followers’ reactions to
leaders’ anger intensity.

In addition, by providing an affective explanation for why
intense leader anger displays might increase both deviance
and work effort, our paper contributes to the Dual Threshold
Model of anger (Geddes & Callister, 2007). This model has so
far concentrated on explaining negative outcomes of intense
anger displays by cognitive mechanisms (i.e., by suggesting
that intense anger displays violate commonly acknowledged
norms in work contexts and therefore trigger negative reac-
tions in others). By showing that negative reactions may also
result from reciprocal feelings of anger, we integrate the affec-
tive mediating mechanisms outlined in the Emotions as Social
Information model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014) into the Dual
Threshold Model, thereby broadening its focus.

Finally, we extend the general research on leaders’ emotion
displays (Johnson & Connelly, 2014; Van Kleef et al., 2009;
Van Kleef et al., 2010), which has so far primarily concentrat-
ed on comparing the effects of anger displays to those of other
emotions (e.g., happiness or disappointment). In contrast to
this dominant approach, our paper focuses on the intensity
with which anger itself is expressed, thus making the paper
one of the first to disentangle the effects that different expres-
sions of the same emotion may have on others. In doing so, it
sheds light on a relatively neglected area of study (Van Kleef
et al., 2012) and shows that the way in which specific emo-
tions are expressed can make a crucial difference for the in-
terpersonal effects associated with them.

Implications for Practice

Our findings also have valuable implications for leadership
practice. In line with previous research (Geddes &
Stickney, 2011; Gibson et al., 2009), our studies show that
the more strongly leaders show their anger, the more they
can expect followers to strike back by engaging in negative
behaviors to vent their own anger in response. Despite
these negative outcomes of anger displays, our results also
provide an explanation for why it might be tempting for
leaders to express their anger with high intensity. In line

Table 4 Effect decomposition for standardized indirect, direct, and total
effects of leaders’ anger intensity on followers’ behavior in the empirical
path model (robustness check) of study 2

Followers’ supervisor-
directed deviance

Followers’
work effort

β SE β SE

Indirect effect via…

…Followers’ anger .18** 0.07 − .01 0.03

…Followers’ anxiety .06* 0.04 .08** 0.04

…Followers’ guilt − .04 0.03 .06 0.04

Direct effect − .04 0.07 .03 0.07

Total effect .06 0.07 .10 0.08

*p < .05; **p < .01
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with Parrott’s (1993) notion that leaders’ anger displays
toward followers “may make them [followers] more anx-
ious about their situations and induce more motivation and
concentration” (p. 290), followers can be expected to work
harder in reaction to intense leader anger displays.

However, it is important to recognize that this enhanced
work effort results from followers’ feelings of anxiety.
Feelings of anxiety may ultimately harm organizations by
impairing followers’ performance and by increasing sick
leaves and turnover (Haslam et al., 2005). In addition, self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) suggests that fol-
lowers’ higher work effort in reaction to leaders’ anger is
unlikely to result from their intrinsic motivation; instead, in-
tense leader anger displays will probably trigger controlled
motivation, namely, introjected regulation, in followers.
Followers will thus not be really motivated to work hard, but
will do so primarily to reduce the feelings of anxiety imposed
on them by their leader. In contrast to intrinsically motivated
followers, followers motivated by such controlled types of
motivation will experience lower well-being and also exhibit
worse performance (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Weinstein & Ryan,
2010), as their basic need for autonomy is not met (Ryan &
Deci, 2000).While intense anger displays might lead to higher
follower work effort, one may thus question the degree to
which this behavior is actually desirable for leaders. Both
leaders who report using intense anger as a deliberate influ-
ence strategy (Lindebaum & Fielden, 2011; Lindebaum et al.,
2016) and leaders who at times accidentally display intense
anger toward their followers should thus be aware of the fact
that followers’ higher resulting effort is not as desirable for
them as it may seem.

In addition to followers’ feelings of anxiety, followers’
feelings of guilt were also positively related to work effort.
Yet, while followers’ anxiety was elicited by leaders’ anger
intensity, followers’ guilt was evoked by leaders’ anger appro-
priateness. Guilt, in contrast to anxiety, appears to be a healthy
emotion that helps to maintain relationships (Baumeister,
Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994) as long as followers are pro-
vided with the opportunity to repair their wrongdoing (Inbar,
Pizarro, Gilovich, & Ariely, 2013; Nelissen & Zeelenberg,
2009). In sum, our results thus indicate that, if at all, leaders
may be best advised to express low intensity anger when this
is situationally appropriate.

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

Despite our paper’s valuable contributions to research and
practice, some limitations and opportunities for future re-
search deserve consideration. We tested our hypotheses in
two critical incident studies. This method is especially valu-
able for studying emotional episodes, which are temporary in
nature and therefore hard to grasp otherwise (Averill, 1983).
Moreover, they come with a high degree of external validity

and use a context that is personally meaningful to participants
(Zheng et al., 2016). Despite these obvious advantages, how-
ever, this method is limited in that it relies on participants’
accurate memory of past events. Nonetheless, we are confi-
dent that memory demands did not exert a strong influence on
our results. In line with previous research (Aquino et al., 2001,
2006; Zheng et al., 2016), we asked participants to describe a
recent situation to reduce memory demands. In study 2, par-
ticipants reported that this situation had occurred around
10 weeks ago. When statistically controlling for the time span
that had passed since the described situation, results remained
stable, speaking to our studies’ robustness against potential
memory biases. Also indicating against potential biases, par-
ticipants in study 2 stated that they had a good memory of the
described situation and felt confident reporting about it. This
good memory is consistent with the notion that leader anger
displays constitute strong interpersonal events, meaning that
they should be easy to remember (Fitness, 2000; Lindebaum
& Fielden, 2011). Moreover, research on the recall of experi-
enced emotions shows that the correlations between momen-
tary and retrospective ratings of emotions remain substantial
even after several months (Barrett, 1997; Levine et al., 2001),
indicating that humans are also able to accurately report on
their own emotional reactions to such a situation in hindsight.
Still, future research might benefit from actually observing
followers’ affective and behavioral reactions to more or less
intense leader anger displays, for example, in laboratory ex-
periments, or make use of experience samplingmethodologies
to reduce memory demands.

Another potential limitation concerns the exclusion of sev-
eral participants as they were unable to recall or describe lead-
er anger situations. We could not detect any significant differ-
ences regarding included and excluded participants’ demo-
graphics, certain personality dimensions, and the focal affec-
tive and behavioral reactions to the anger situation.
Nevertheless, it might still be the case that participants who
were unable to provide adequate descriptions of leader anger
situations differed from those who were able to do so. For
example, followers high in trait-negative affect or low in emo-
tional stability might more easily remember leader anger inci-
dents as they are more sensitive to the negative aspects of their
(working) life (Clark & Watson, 1991; Watson & Clark,
1984). Although we had to exclude only a limited number
of participants, we cannot completely rule out the possibility
that the validity of our findings is constrained to persons with
a disposition for negative affect and low emotional stability.
Future studies ought to control for these personality traits in
order to further test the generalizability of our findings.

Furthermore, whereas in our studies the intensity of
leaders’ anger displays was either coded by independent raters
(study 1) or experimentally manipulated (study 2), speaking to
the robustness of our a-paths, followers’ affective and behav-
ioral reactions were rated by the same source (followers),
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which opens the possibility for common method variance on
the examined b-paths. Although additional research examin-
ing the consequences of followers’ affective reactions with
more sophisticated methods would be valuable, we took sev-
eral recommended methodological and statistical measures to
reduce concerns about this bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003;
Podsakoff et al., 2012). Specifically, we guaranteed partici-
pants’ full anonymity, used different scale endpoints for me-
diating and criterion variables, and included participants’ ten-
dency to answer in socially desirable ways as a statistical
control in our analyses. Furthermore, the results of our confir-
matory factor analyses indicated that common method bias
was not a serious issue in our studies.

Also connected to the correlational assessment of our me-
diating and criterion variables are questions of causality.
While the assumption that affective reactions precede behav-
ioral reactions is theoretically well-founded (Van Kleef, 2009,
2014), further research might apply longitudinal methods to
also methodologically capture the temporal order of fol-
lowers’ affective reactions preceding their behaviors. This ap-
proach would further provide the opportunity to extend the
theoretical model by the dynamic relationship between
leaders’ and followers’ emotional states. In this vein, fol-
lowers’ anxiety-related appeasement behavior can be expect-
ed to reduce leaders’ anger, whereas followers’ anger-induced
deviance is likely to fuel it. Moreover, longitudinal studies
could also expand our model by taking into account cognitive
mechanisms that could serve as additional mediators for our
observed effects (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Van Kleef, 2009,
2014). Followers’ affective reactions to the described situation
did not fully explain the effects of leaders’ anger intensity,
which suggests that it could be valuable for future research
to simultaneously consider followers’ affective and cognitive
reactions (Van Knippenberg & Van Kleef, 2016) in reaction to
leader anger displays of varying intensity. Cognitive infer-
ences that might play a role in this regard are followers’ per-
ceptions about the leaders’ likelihood for administering pun-
ishments (Schwarzmüller et al., 2017) or followers’ judgment
of the relational quality with their leader.

Finally, on the basis of our studies, future research needs to
identify moderating variables that determine when followers
react with anger or anxiety to leader anger displays of varying
intensity. The Dual Threshold model suggests, for example,
message characteristics such as the frequency of leader anger
displays and the focus of leaders’ anger accounts as moderat-
ing variables (Geddes & Callister, 2007). Thereby, the more
inacceptable the message appears such as when leaders fre-
quently express anger or when they express anger out of pure-
ly selfish reasons, the more likely followers ought to react with
anger toward leaders in response. In addition, the Emotions as
Social Information model (Van Kleef, 2009, 2014) suggests
social-relational factors as potential moderators. When leaders
only have low relative power as compared to their followers

(Lelieveld et al., 2012), leaders’ anger displays ought to be
seen as less acceptable and therefore cause stronger anger
reactions by followers. In contrast, when leaders have high
relative power compared to followers (Lelieveld et al., 2012)
or are known for regularly abusing their subordinates (Tepper,
2000), leaders’ anger displays might be seen as particularly
threatening and thereby cause higher levels of anxiety in fol-
lowers. Lastly, it seems that situational variables might also
play a moderating role. For example, the temporal horizon of
the leader-follower relationship could matter: Nowadays,
more and more employees work in project-based structures
(Lindgren, Packendorff, & Sergi, 2014), meaning that they
will be assigned to a specific leader only for a limited amount
of time. This could in turn reduce the threatening nature of
intense leader anger displays and therefore feelings of anxiety.

Conclusion

This research introduces followers’ affective reactions as ex-
planatory mechanisms for followers’ diverging reactions to
high-intensity leader anger displays. Considering that fol-
lowers react with reciprocal (i.e., angry) and complementary
(i.e., anxious) emotions, leaders should be cautioned about
displaying intense anger toward their followers. Doing so
not only comes with the cost of supervisor-directed deviance
provoked by followers’ anger but also leads to followers’
resulting work effort being triggered by their anxiety. Thus,
even though followers might react to intense leader anger
displays in seemingly desirable ways, their compliance is
based on intimidation and may thus harm their performance
and well-being in the long run.
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