Sheffield
Hallam _
University

Are You Secure Enough to Follow? The Influence of
Follower Attachment on Transformational Leadership
Perceptions and Thriving at Work

GOEL, Rahul <http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3576-2366>, GAME, Annilee M and
SANZ-VERGEL, Ana Isabel

Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:
https://shura.shu.ac.uk/35929/

This document is the Published Version [VOR]
Citation:

GOEL, Rahul, GAME, Annilee M and SANZ-VERGEL, Ana Isabel (2025). Are You
Secure Enough to Follow? The Influence of Follower Attachment on
Transformational Leadership Perceptions and Thriving at Work. Journal of Business
and Psychology. [Article]

Copyright and re-use policy

See http://[shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk



http://shura.shu.ac.uk/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Journal of Business and Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1007/510869-025-10045-4

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

Are You Secure Enough to Follow? The Influence of Follower
Attachment on Transformational Leadership Perceptions and Thriving
at Work

Rahul Goel'® - Annilee M. Game? - Ana Isabel Sanz-Vergel®

Accepted: 3 June 2025
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract

Followers are increasingly acknowledged as influential in shaping leadership relationships and outcomes, yet the contribution
of individual differences in followers’ relational characteristics to leadership processes is poorly understood. Drawing on
attachment theory and the conservation of resources model, we examine the influence of followers’ attachment dimensions
on their perceptions of transformational leadership (TFL) and thriving at work. In a three-wave longitudinal study of 587
employees in 112 project teams, multilevel mediation analysis showed that secure attachment was positively associated with
thriving at work, while overdependent and counterdependent attachment were negatively associated. These relationships
were fully mediated by followers’ perceptions of TFL. The findings suggest that follower attachment security fosters work-
place thriving by enhancing perceptions of TFL. The value of incorporating follower attachment in future follower-centered
leadership research and practice is discussed.

Keywords Attachment theory - Transformational leadership - Thriving at work - Conservation of resources theory -

Multilevel mediation

Attachment theory, developed by Bowlby (1969), suggests
that significant early-life relationships drive the formation
of distinctive interpersonal orientations—secure, over-
dependent, or counterdependent attachment (Ainsworth
et al., 1978). Attachment comprises cognitive frameworks
that differentially influence how individuals perceive, feel
about, and behave in relationships throughout life (Bowlby,
1973; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007a). Individuals with higher
attachment security perceive relationships as reliable sources
of support (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015), while higher attach-
ment insecurity (i.e., higher overdependence or counterde-
pendence) is associated with more ambivalent or self-reliant
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relational approaches (Leiter et al., 2015; Mikulincer & Flo-
rian, 1995; Miller, 2007).

Attachment primarily influences how individuals perceive
and navigate personal relationships, and this also extends
into workplace dynamics, shaping perceptions of col-
leagues, leaders, and organizational environments (Nelson
et al., 1991; Popper & Amit, 2009). Employees with higher
attachment security are more open to building positive rela-
tionships and view organizational resources as supportive
(Harms, 2011; Little et al., 2011). In contrast, employees
with higher attachment insecurity may struggle with trust or
avoid seeking support (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). These
attachment-driven differences suggest that individual rela-
tional traits influence workplace behaviors, perceptions, and
outcomes.

Followers’ perceptions of transformational leadership
(TFL) have been shown to be influenced by individual dif-
ferences, including personality traits such as extraversion
and agreeableness (Felfe & Schyns, 2006, 2010; Schyns &
Felfe, 2006; Schyns & Sanders, 2007). Beyond personality
traits, however, individuals also differ in how they internally
organize beliefs and expectations around social interactions
(Bowlby, 1973). Attachment theory provides an established
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framework for understanding how such deeply ingrained
individual differences in relational beliefs and expectations
affect relationships in various contexts.

Given that TFL, a leadership style focused on inspir-
ing and motivating followers (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978) is
inherently relational, it offers an ideal context to examine
the role of attachment in the workplace. Research links TFL
to positive follower outcomes such as proactive behavior,
task performance, and motivation (Deinert et al., 2015; Liu
et al., 2010; Ng, 2017; Schmitt et al., 2016). More recently,
TFL has been associated with thriving at work (Hildenbrand
et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2020), which is characterized as the
experience of vitality and learning (Spreitzer et al., 2005).
Vitality refers to feeling alive and energized, whereas learn-
ing involves acquiring and applying new knowledge and
skills (Porath et al., 2012). Thriving is a valuable psycho-
logical outcome linked to well-being, job satisfaction, and
personal growth (Spreitzer et al., 2012).

While leadership behaviors such as TFL can foster work-
place thriving, followers’ individual characteristics play a
significant role in shaping how they perceive and respond to
leadership (Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Howell & Shamir, 2005).
We propose that individuals with higher attachment secu-
rity are more likely to perceive leaders as transformational,
thereby enhancing their sense of vitality and learning. In
contrast, higher overdependence or counterdependence may
perceive their leaders as less transformational, potentially
hindering their ability to thrive.

As Felfe and Schyns (2010) point out, leadership behav-
iors are typically assessed through follower ratings, which—
unlike objective measures (e.g., independent evaluations or
performance metrics)—can be influenced by follower char-
acteristics. Research supports this, showing that follower
perceptions significantly impact leadership ratings (Lord
et al., 1999). For example, Hetland et al. (2008) found fol-
lowers reporting higher neuroticism (associated with a gen-
erally negative outlook) were more likely to perceive leaders
unfavorably. This underscores how follower characteristics
may shape perceptions of leadership, rather than leaders’
actual behavior.

Despite growing recognition of the importance of fol-
lower characteristics, leadership research has yet to fully
explore the role of attachment in shaping followers’ percep-
tions of TFL and their subsequent thriving at work. Tra-
ditional leadership studies have largely prioritized leader
behaviors as determinants of outcomes, but a follower-
centered approach emphasizes that individual differences
significantly influence leader—follower interactions (Grant
etal., 2011; Kark et al., 2003; Shamir, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al.,
2014). From this perspective, attachment theory provides a
deeper understanding of how individual differences shape
relational dynamics in leadership contexts (Berson et al.,
2006; Yip et al., 2018).

@ Springer

This study addresses the gap in leadership research by
examining how attachment influences followers’ perceptions
of TFL and their experiences of thriving at work. In response
to calls for greater exploration of follower characteristics
(Carsten et al., 2010; Oc & Bashshur, 2013; Uhl-Bien et al.,
2014), we position attachment as a critical aspect of follower
diversity. By exploring how attachment dimensions (i.e.,
secure, overdependent, or counterdependent) either facilitate
or hinder thriving through perceptions of TFL, we extend
attachment theory to the workplace as a key psychological
driver of well-being and performance (Kleine et al., 2019;
Pfeffer, 2010). This extension highlights practical implica-
tions for organizations, such as designing interventions and
workplace practices that foster relational security and sup-
portive interpersonal dynamics, thereby enhancing leader-
ship effectiveness and promoting a thriving workforce. Fur-
thermore, drawing on the Conservation of Resources (COR)
theory (Hobfoll, 2002) and resource-based perspectives (Ten
Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), we frame secure attachment
as a personal resource that enables followers to perceive TFL
positively and leverage it for thriving. This perspective offers
valuable insights into how organizations can promote effec-
tive leader—follower relationships and support employee
thriving by fostering workplace environments that encour-
age relational security and trust, even among individuals
with low attachment security.

The contributions of this study are three-fold. First, we
contribute to followership research (Bastardoz & Van Vugt,
2019; Benson et al., 2016; Carsten et al., 2018; Ford &
Harding, 2018) by examining attachment, an underexplored
aspect of followership (Lee et al., 2024). Effective leaders
are often viewed as attachment figures—sensitive, respon-
sive, and supportive of followers’ growth (Davidovitz et al.,
2007; Lee et al., 2024; Popper & Mayseless, 2003). Attach-
ment theory provides a vital framework for understanding
deep-seated relational dynamics in follower-leader relation-
ships, shaping trust, dependency, and responsiveness beyond
personality traits (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Harms et al., 2016).
This perspective helps identify ineffective dynamics and
design targeted interventions. For instance, attachment inse-
curity may distort followers’ perceptions of TFL, emphasiz-
ing the need for tailored interventions. Understanding how
attachment shapes perceptions of TFL and thriving supports
a relational view of followership as a co-constructed pro-
cess influenced by both follower characteristics and leader
behaviors (e.g., Carsten et al., 2010; Oc & Bashshur, 2013;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).

Second, related to our previous contribution, we add to
the attachment literature by exploring the direct and indirect
effects of attachment on thriving, a novel work outcome.
Since thriving can facilitate other positive work outcomes,
such as performance and well-being (Kleine et al., 2019;
Pfefter, 2010), it is important to identify the key predictors
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that promote or hinder thriving at work. While a link
between TFL and workplace thriving has been demon-
strated in previous studies (Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Lin
et al., 2020), no research to date has considered the role of
attachment as a potential trigger for this sequence. Identify-
ing which attachment dimensions promote thriving can help
organizations foster healthier relationships and supportive
work environments, regardless of employees’ underlying
attachment patterns. Some of these steps could include train-
ing employees on how to engage in meaningful interactions
at work, as well as training leaders on how to effectively
coach their team members in relational aspects.

Third, we contribute to COR theory (Hobfoll, 2002) by
illustrating how a gain spiral of resources functions within
the followership context and by extending Ten Brummelhuis
and Bakker’s (2012) resource taxonomy to include attach-
ment security as a structural personal resource. According
to COR theory, gain spirals occur when an initial resource
triggers further resource accumulation, leading to sustained
resource gains (Hobfoll, 1998, 2001). We posit that higher
attachment security—a relatively stable, trait-like relational
characteristic (Baldwin et al., 1996)—enhances perceptions
of TFL, potentially laying the foundation for continued
resource development and individual thriving. By incorpo-
rating attachment security as a core structural resource, we
highlight its critical role in shaping leader—follower dynam-
ics and enabling followers to perceive TFL more positively.
This approach addresses Goh et al.’s (2022) call to identify
resources that contribute to positive resource spirals and
enhance within-individual thriving.

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis
Development

Attachment and Thriving at Work

According to attachment theory, individuals are predis-
posed to seek comfort and safety from an attachment fig-
ure (Bowlby, 1969). Individuals perceive, react, and cope
with stress from interpersonal relationships in different
ways (Mikulincer & Florian, 1995). Those who experience
consistent and supportive care from an attachment figure in
their early lives tend to develop higher attachment security,
whereas those who experience inconsistent availability or
consistent unavailability may develop higher overdepend-
ence (anxious attachment) or higher counterdependence
(avoidant attachment), respectively (Hazan & Shaver, 1990).
Individuals with higher attachment security exhibit greater
levels of optimism, positive views of the self and others,
and emotional stability (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015). Higher
overdependence is associated with a negative view of the
self and a compulsive need to be close to others (Mikulincer

& Florian, 1995; Miller, 2007). Conversely, individuals with
higher counterdependence view others negatively and are
compulsively self-reliant due to their lack of trust (Leiter
et al., 2015; Miller, 2007).

Attachment is commonly measured using two orthogonal
dimensions—overdependence and counterdependence—to
represent insecurity, with security theoretically indicated
by low scores on both (Fraley & Waller, 1998). However,
research suggests this two-dimensional model does not fully
capture security-related variance in attachment-outcome
links (Byrne et al., 2017; Dahling & Librizzi, 2015; Geller
& Bamberger, 2009). Gillath et al. (2009) found that low
scores on insecurity dimensions do not necessarily equate
to high attachment security, supporting a three-dimensional
orthogonal model (i.e., secure, overdependent, and coun-
terdependent). Our study adopts this approach (see Duan
et al., 2022; Frazier et al., 2015; Little et al., 2011) to provide
a more comprehensive view of attachment patterns. This
model directly assesses security, highlighting positive traits
like comfort with intimacy and autonomy. Notably, indi-
viduals score on all three dimensions rather than fitting into
singular categories. Therefore, reference to security, over-
dependence, or counterdependence, indicates higher scores
on that dimension rather than a singular attachment ‘style’.

We use the resource taxonomy proposed by Ten Brum-
melhuis and Bakker (2012) to focus on how each of the three
attachment dimensions may differentially impact thriving.
According to this taxonomy, key resources (such as per-
sonality traits) constitute a subtype of personal structural
resources that facilitate the selection and implementation of
other resources (Hobfoll, 2002; Thoits, 1994). Attachment
security is conceptualized as a personal resource because
it enables individuals to cope with stressful situations both
positively and constructively (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998).
Specifically, it is viewed as a structural personal resource
because structural resources can be used more than once to
deal with stressful circumstances (Ten Brummelhuis & Bak-
ker, 2012). Individuals’ attachment (e.g., higher attachment
security) develops in childhood, extends into adulthood, and
remains relatively stable across different contexts (Baldwin
et al., 1996; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

Previous research has shown that individuals with
higher scores in attachment security report higher levels
of emotional energy, cognitive liveliness, and physical
strength (Little et al., 2011). Individuals who experience a
sense of vitality, possess mental energy and vigor, whereas
those who lack vitality experience exhaustion (Ryan &
Frederick, 1997). Since individuals who score higher
on the security dimension tend to have positive views of
themselves and others, they are less likely to impose strict
regulatory control on their emotions (Feeney, 1999). They
also perceive themselves as having adequate resources to
pursue their goals, which enhances their sense of vigor
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(Carver & Scheier, 1990). This sense of energy is a key
element of thriving at work (i.e., vitality).

Moreover, the belief that social support is available—
that there is a ‘secure base’ to return to in times of need—
generates the confidence to explore the social environ-
ment and learning (Green & Campbell, 2000; Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007a). Consistent with this, research has
linked higher attachment security to the cognitive facet,
which comprises active information search, openness to
new information, and flexibility of cognitive structures
(Mikulincer, 1997). Individuals who score higher on secu-
rity are perceived as curious, which leads them to search
for information and opportunities for growth (Mikulincer,
1997). Having secure attachment as a structural personal
resource should allow individuals who score higher on this
dimension to explore the social environment and engage
in meaningful interactions with others, resulting in the
acquisition and application of new knowledge (i.e., the
“learning” element of thriving).

In contrast, research has shown that individuals high in
overdependent and/or counterdependent attachment report
fewer physical, emotional, and cognitive resources (Lit-
tle et al., 2011). Those with higher levels of overdepend-
ent attachment tend to be more emotionally ‘needy’ and
cling to others to create a sense of security in relationships,
whereas individuals high in counterdependent attachment
often refuse to seek support from others due to a lack of
trust (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005, 2007a). Higher levels of
overdependence are often associated with increased distress
and a tendency to engage in rumination, whereas individu-
als high in counterdependence tend to repress information
(as additional information may cause distress) and suppress
negative emotions (Collins & Read, 1994; Mikulincer &
Florian, 1998; Mikulincer & Sheffi, 2000).

Both the hyperactivation of negative emotions in over-
dependent attachment, and the repression and suppres-
sion of negative thoughts in counterdependent attachment
deplete resources, leading to reduced physical strength, emo-
tional energy, and cognitive liveliness (Little et al., 2011;
Mikulincer & Sheffi, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2008). Therefore,
individuals with higher overdependence or counterdepend-
ence are less likely to feel energetic and alive (i.e., the
“vitality” component of thriving). Moreover, according to
Mikulincer (1997), individuals with higher overdependence
tend to withdraw from information search, as their curios-
ity could jeopardize relationships, whereas individuals with
higher counterdependence dismiss the importance of new
information, avoid information search, and repress curiosity
due to the potential threat of ambiguity. This may restrict
the propensity of individuals higher in overdependence or
counterdependence to explore the social environment, fur-
ther hindering their ability to acquire and apply new knowl-
edge (i.e., the “learning” element of thriving).

@ Springer

Based on the above arguments, we propose the following
direct effects of attachment on thriving at work:

Hypothesis 1. Followers’ secure attachment (T1) is posi-
tively associated with their thriving at work (T3)
Hypothesis 2. Followers’ overdependence (T1) is nega-
tively associated with their thriving at work (T3)
Hypothesis 3. Followers’ counterdependence (T1) is
negatively associated with their thriving at work (T3)

The Mediating Role of Perceived Transformational
Leadership

According to the resource taxonomy of Ten Brummelhuis
and Bakker (2012), contextual resources are located outside
the self and can be found in the social context of the indi-
vidual. As leaders are part of the followers’ social context at
work, TFL can be conceptualized as a contextual structural
resource that can positively impact outcomes, such as thriv-
ing at work (Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Ten Brummelhuis &
Bakker, 2012). TFL is characterized by four dimensions:
Idealized influence, i.e., gaining followers’ admiration,
trust, and respect; Inspirational motivation, i.e., creating an
appealing, optimistic, meaningful, and enthusiastic vision of
the future; Intellectual stimulation, i.e., challenging follow-
ers and empowering creativity; and Individualized consid-
eration, 1.e., attending to followers’ needs through personal-
ized coaching, mentoring, and communication (Bass, 1999;
Bass & Avolio, 1993). TFL can stimulate followers’ intrinsic
motivation, enthusiasm for work, recognition, and accept-
ance of organizational goals (Bass, 1985; Lin et al., 2020).
According to the COR theory, individuals strive to maintain
and enhance their resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hob-
foll, 2002) that are broadly defined as objects (e.g., hous-
ing), personal characteristics (e.g., self-esteem), conditions
(e.g., social support) and energy (e.g., knowledge) to prevent
potential suffering (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002). As Hobfoll (1998,
2001) explained, those who lack resources are more vulner-
able to resource loss, but the initial loss also begets future
loss, leading to a loss spiral. On the other hand, those who
possess resources are more capable of gaining, and the ini-
tial resource gain begets future gain, thus generating a gain
spiral. We develop our indirect hypotheses, based on loss
and gain spirals.

Secure attachment, as a personal resource, manifests as
the ability to work alone as well as with others by forming
supportive relationships with a variety of people (Little
et al., 2011). According to Popper and Mayseless (2003),
followers may form attachment relationships with leaders
to fulfill the function of attachment during times of physi-
cal or psychological threat (Bowlby, 1969). Research has
also demonstrated that followers exhibiting secure attach-
ment were more likely to trust their leaders and view their
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intentions as benevolent (Frazier et al., 2015). Securely
attached individuals, comfortable with trust and closeness,
are more receptive to TFL behaviors such as charisma,
individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation,
which facilitate resource-building. These individuals are
more likely to trust the leader, turn to the leader for sup-
port when needed, and allow the leader to mentor them
(Popper et al., 2000). Consistent with this, we argue that
followers with higher attachment security are more likely
to perceive TFL behaviors.

As a contextual resource, TFL influences the pool of
resources that followers have available (Halbesleben, 2006).
TFL conveys a purposeful vision and motivates followers
to think outside the box (Bass, 1985), offering resources,
such as intellectual stimulation and vision that enable fol-
lowers to demonstrate explorative behaviors (Hildenbrand
et al., 2018). Additionally, by communicating an inspiring
vision, acting as a role model, and using meaning and opti-
mism (Bass, 1985), TFL evokes feelings of being alive and
energized among followers (Hildenbrand et al., 2018). Indi-
viduals with higher attachment security may also enhance
their learning through their perception of TFL behaviors, as
these perceptions foster trust and openness to their leader’s
encouragement of exploration and knowledge-sharing, creat-
ing a proactive learning environment that promotes growth
(Dust et al., 2014; Han et al., 2016; Piccolo & Colquitt,
2006). By gaining new resources, such as intellectual stimu-
lation, vision, energy, and a sense of being alive, followers
high in secure attachment may be more likely to thrive at
work, resulting in a gain spiral. Based on the COR theory,
we expect that secure attachment, as a personal resource,
positively shapes followers’ perception of TFL behaviors.
Through the positive perceptions of their leader, followers
may, in turn, be more likely to thrive at work. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4. Perceived TFL (T2) will mediate the posi-
tive relationship between followers’ secure attachment
(T1) and their thriving at work (T3)

Individuals with low personal resources (i.e., over-
dependent and/or counterdependent attachment) have
difficulty investing in new resources. Those high in
overdependence tend to worry excessively about their
relationships and report elevated levels of stress, whereas
those high in counterdependence tend to suppress negative
emotions that might signal weakness or require acknowl-
edgment of distress (Consedine & Magai, 2003; Gillath
et al., 2005). Additionally, individuals with higher over-
dependent attachment are less likely to use emotion-based
coping strategies during stress and tend to seek constant
reassurance in their interactions, whereas counterdepend-
ent attachment is associated with fewer support-seeking

behaviors and more efforts to distance themselves
(Mikulincer & Florian, 1995; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005;
Richards & Schat, 2011).

Followers with high overdependence are hypersensitive
to feedback and overly reliant on affirmation (Wu et al.,
2014), which may lead to attention-seeking behaviors that
are counterproductive to work outcomes (Yip et al., 2018).
The intense need for support among followers with high
overdependence can result in feelings of frustration or
unmet expectations if they do not receive constant atten-
tion, even when the leader’s behavior remains consistent
(Hansbrough, 2012; Little et al., 2011). Their chronic
need for approval may distort perceptions of TFL—espe-
cially individualized consideration—leading to unrealis-
tic expectations for validation and reducing its effective-
ness in building resources. By contrast, followers scoring
high in counterdependence are likely to distance them-
selves from the leader due to habitual distrust and nega-
tive views of others (Collins & Read, 1990; Harms et al.,
2016). Their tendency to suppress vulnerability and resist
emotional closeness (Richards & Schat, 2011) may limit
their ability to view relational aspects of TFL—especially
idealized influence and individualized consideration—as
genuine, reducing their receptiveness to its resource-
building potential. Moreover, doubts about a leader’s good
intentions among followers high in overdependence and/
or counterdependence (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003) may
make them less inclined to perceive TFL behaviors. TFL
also fosters active learning by encouraging innovation,
self-challenge, and the adoption of new mental models
(Dust et al., 2014; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006). However,
individuals with higher overdependence or counterdepend-
ence may be less likely to perceive TFL behaviors due
to constrained relational resources, which may limit their
openness to feedback and knowledge-sharing, ultimately
hindering essential learning and growth.

When followers do not perceive their leader as trans-
formational, they may be less likely to feel inspired by the
leader and benefit from their influence. As a result, it may
become more difficult for them to feel motivated to thrive at
work. Followers high in overdependence or counterdepend-
ence may be more susceptible to entering a loss spiral of
resources, wherein a lack of personal resources could dimin-
ish their perception of TFL behaviors and, in turn, limit
opportunities to thrive. In line with COR theory’s loss spiral
corollary, we propose that overdependent or counterdepend-
ent attachment may reduce followers’ capacity to perceive
TFL, thereby potentially hindering their ability to thrive at
work. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5. Perceived TFL (T2) will mediate the nega-

tive relationship between followers’ overdependence (T1)
and their thriving at work (T3)

@ Springer
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Hypothesis 6. Perceived TFL (T2) will mediate the nega-
tive relationship between followers’ counterdependence
(T1) and their thriving at work (T3)

Figure 1 illustrates the research model.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Data were collected from project teams in multinational
organizations in the information technology (IT) sector in
Bangalore, India. Bangalore is referred to as “India’s Silicon
Valley,” with 80% of the global IT giants in the city (Sharma,
2023). We targeted IT project teams, as evidence suggests
that TFL is crucial for a team’s effective performance in the
IT sector (Jaroliya & Gyanchandani, 2022). Therefore, the
organizational context is suitable for examining the relation-
ships between attachment dimensions, perceptions of TFL,
and their effect on thriving at work. Project teams are formed
to execute defined, specialized, and time-limited tasks that
require input from members with diverse areas of expertise
(Chen et al., 2004; Colquitt et al., 2009). Our discussions
with company representatives indicated that project teams
were well-defined, and relatively stable in membership

(Mathieu et al., 2008), and directed by a formal supervisor
(i.e., project team leader).

Fourteen organizations were contacted directly, and
eight of them provided their consent and support for our
study, as they were interested in understanding the condi-
tions under which project team members can thrive at work.
These participating organizations operate in areas such as
delivering consulting services, workplace transformation,
outsourcing, cloud migration, Internet-related products,
and software applications and services in the private sector.
Human resource (HR) representatives in each organization
were asked to select project teams to participate in the study
based on the following inclusion criteria provided by the
research team: first, team members had to be part of a team
working on a specific project led by a supervisor; second,
full-time employees working under the supervision of the
same leader were considered a team by the organization; and
third, projects had to be long term, with a minimum duration
of six months or more.

After identification, the Vice President of Human
Resources (or equivalent) sent two separate emails, pro-
vided by the research team, to each project team leader.
The first email invitation was accompanied by a cover let-
ter explaining the purpose of the research, confirming ano-
nymity, voluntary participation, and outlining the overall
survey process, along with ethical approval for the study
from the first author’s academic institution. The email also

Fig. 1 Hypothesized
model. Note. T1 = Time 1; T2
= Time 2; T3 = Time 3

Secure
Attachment
T1

Over-
dependence
T1

Counter-
dependence
T1
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included a short survey for project team leaders to share
project details. The second email contained a link to the
survey and a request that it should be forwarded to five or
more team members with whom the project leaders worked
and interacted closely. This method of contacting team mem-
bers was modeled on past published research (e.g., Chen,
2005; Cole et al., 2011). Furthermore, to minimize selec-
tion bias, project team leaders were provided with general
information about the study’s purpose (Morrison & Phelps,
1999). The study’s objectives, potential benefits, data collec-
tion approach and timeline were included in the information
provided to the project team leaders.

Team leaders and members were tracked during each
phase of the questionnaire using a unique, partially self-gen-
erated identification code that linked them to their respec-
tive teams and organizations. For team leaders, the unique
code consisted of the letters ‘PL’, followed by a number
corresponding to the organization (1-8), and a three-digit
code generated by the team leader to identify the team. The
unique code for team members consisted of a number cor-
responding to the organization (1-8), followed by a three-
digit code generated by their team leader, the first letter of
the participant’s surname, and the participant’s birth month.

Data collection from participants occurred at three points
of measurement, separated by six weeks in 2023. An interval
of six weeks was chosen to reduce the bias pertaining to sin-
gle sources and common methods (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
With the assistance of HR departments, we initially con-
tacted 124 project teams comprising 649 project team mem-
bers to participate in our study. We received responses from
116 supervisors and 606 project team members at phase one
(Time 1), as eight teams did not respond to the invitation. At
phase two (Time 2), we received responses from 112 project
teams and 587 project team members, as four teams were
eliminated due to incomplete questionnaires. All remaining
teams responded to questionnaires at phase three (Time 3),
resulting in a total of 112 project teams in the study sample
and a participation rate of 90.3%. The final sample consisted
of 587 project team members supervised by 112 project team
leaders.

At Time 1, project team leaders generated a three-digit
code and reported their team’s size and tenure. In the short
survey, team leaders were asked to notify project team mem-
bers of the three-digit code. After data were collected from
the project team leaders, team members created unique iden-
tification codes, reported their age, gender, education, and
work experience, and completed a questionnaire on their
attachment. During the remaining phases, the HR depart-
ments of the organizations sent emails with survey links to
project team leaders, who were requested to forward them
to their respective team members. Team members were
reminded to generate the same code as at Time 1. At Time 2,
project team members rated their supervisor’s TFL behavior.

Finally, at Time 3, project team members reported the extent
to which they thrived at work.

Among the respondents, 57% were male. The average
age of team members was 36.76 years (SD =0.66), with
30% of the sample aged between 35 and 40 years. Most
respondents had a bachelor’s (59.4%) or master’s (31.7%)
degree. The mean work experience of the team members
was 5.45 years (SD=0.72). Team sizes ranged from five
to eight members, excluding the leader (with an average of
seven members per team), while the average team tenure
was 1.3 years (SD=1.26). On average, five team members
(SD=1.6) completed the survey. Given that the average team
size was seven, the within-team response rate was estimated
at approximately 71%.

Measures

The surveys were administered in English, a language
widely spoken and understood in Bangalore, particularly
within corporate and business settings. The participant infor-
mation sheet included the first author’s contact details for
any clarifications or further inquiries regarding the survey.

Attachment

Employees’ workplace attachment was measured with a
modified Self Reliance Inventory (SRI; Joplin et al., 1999).
The SRI was initially developed to measure individuals’
general attachment (Joplin et al., 1999; Quick et al., 1992),
but was then modified by Frazier et al. (2007) to represent
individuals’ attachment in the workplace, which has been
further validated by Little et al. (2011; see the Appendix for
the full scale). It includes a 7-item subscale for attachment
security («=0.85, e.g., “I can usually take care of my own
work but I don’t mind getting help if I need it”), a 7-item
subscale for counterdependence («=0.88, e.g., “Needing
someone at work is a sign of weakness”) and a five-item
subscale of overdependence (a=0.86, e.g., “I often worry
that my co-workers do not really like me”) measured at Time
1. Respondents were asked to rate the degree to which they
agreed with various items on a Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Perceived TFL

Perceived TFL was measured using the Global Transforma-
tional Leadership scale (GTL; Carless et al., 2000). Based
on Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) categorization, Carless et al.
(2000) suggested an expanded list of behaviors in the TFL
concept and developed a seven-item GTL scale to assess
a broader range of transformational leader behaviors. The
GTL scale was preferred in the present study because of
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its brevity compared to the Multifactor Leadership Ques-
tionnaire (MLQ) and the Leadership Practices Inventory
(Carless et al., 2000). Moreover, the subscales of the MLQ
are highly correlated (Lowe et al., 1996). A sample item is,
“My leader communicates a clear and positive vision of the
future.” Respondents rated each item on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (barely applies) to 5 (applies fully).
Cronbach’s alpha for the overall perceived TFL, measured
at Time 2, was 0.91.

Thriving at Work

A 10-item scale developed by Porath et al. (2012) was used
to measure employees’ thriving at work with five items each
capturing vitality (e.g., “At work, I feel alive and vital”’) and
learning (e.g., “At work, I continue to learn more and more
as time goes by”). This scale has been used in previous stud-
ies (e.g., Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Paterson et al., 2014).
Participants were asked to respond on a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). Cronbach’s alpha for
thriving at work, measured at Time 3, was 0.90.

Control Variables

To rule out the possibility of other factors influencing follow-
ers’ thriving at work, we included control variables at Level
1: followers’ age (in years), gender (0 =male, 1 =female),
education level (1 =diploma or below, 2 =bachelor’s degree,
3 =master’s degree, 4 =doctoral degree); and team tenure at
Level 2, as these are typically included in the thriving litera-
ture (Jiang, 2017; Niessen et al., 2012; Paterson et al., 2014).
We also controlled for the team-level mean of TFL at
Time 2 as a proxy for actual TFL behaviors. By including
the team-level mean of TFL as a control, we were able to
differentiate the unique effects of attachment dimensions
on individual perceptions of TFL, beyond any “objective”
team-level perceptions. To justify aggregation, we exam-
ined intraclass correlations (ICC(1)=0.18; ICC(2)=0.76;
Bliese et al., 2000) and found strong within-group agreement
(ry,=0.88; James et al., 1984). These indices, along with a
high group-level internal consistency (a=0.87), support the
reliability of aggregating responses to the team level.

Analytical Strategy

Our data represented 587 project team members at Level
1, nested within 112 project teams at Level 2, and involved
latent variables. Following established practices (e.g., Lin
et al., 2017; Parke et al., 2018), we calculated ICC(1) to
partition the variance of our outcome variable. The results
reveal that thriving at work has 65% Level 1 variance and
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35% Level 2 variance (ICC(1)=0.35). Therefore, the use of
multilevel modeling is warranted.

Since the main study variables (i.e., attachment dimen-
sions, perceived TFL, and thriving at work) are individual-
level variables rated by followers, this model qualifies as a
1-1-1 model. While hierarchical or multilevel linear mod-
eling (HLM or MLM) is suitable for analyzing hierarchical
data, multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) offers
distinct advantages for estimating mediation effects at the
individual level, especially for 1-1 linkages between media-
tors and outcomes (Preacher et al., 2010). With a sample size
of 112 teams, MSEM was preferred, as it enables simulta-
neous estimation of the entire mediation model and allows
for accurate parameter estimation in a single analytical step
(McNeish, 2017; Zigler & Ye, 2019). Moreover, MSEM was
used to account for the nested data structure (i.e., individuals
nested within teams). In fact, one of our control variables
was calculated at the team level, namely team-level TFL.

The analysis was performed in Mplus 7.4 package, and
the model parameters were estimated using maximum like-
lihood estimation with robust standard errors (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998-2015). We used full information maximum
likelihood (FIML), which enabled us to estimate parameters
using all observations in the dataset without the need for
data imputation (Enders & Peugh, 2004).

Results
Discriminant Validity of the Constructs

To examine the distinctiveness of the variables, we con-
ducted a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis using Mplus
version 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015). As shown in
Table 1, the proposed five-factor model fit the data well
(¥*(473)=868.17, CF1=0.95, TLI=0.95, RMSEA =0.03),
and provided a significant improvement in chi-square over
alternative models (see Table 1 for SRMR values and addi-
tional fit indices). Therefore, our hypothesized model sup-
ports the discriminant validity of the key constructs in the
study.

Descriptive Statistics

The means, standard deviations, and correlations between
the variables are presented in Table 2. To identify the control
variables, we first computed zero-order correlations between
the socio-demographic variables and the dependent variable.
Thriving at work was significantly related to age (r=-0.12,
p<0.01) and team tenure (r=-0.14, p <0.05). These vari-
ables were then entered as control variables in hypotheses
testing. Following Becker’s (2005) recommendations, we
excluded variables that were not significantly related from
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Table 1 The result of multilevel confirmatory factor analysis

Model Description 7 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR (within) SRMR Change from
(between) hypothesized
model
Ve Adf
Hypoth- Five-factor model® 868.17 473 0.95 0.95 0.03 0.05 0.07
esized
Model
Model 1 Four-factor model” 1136.93 477 0.88 0.90 0.10 0.08 0.09 268.76" 4
Model 2 Three-factor model® 1786.35 480 0.71 0.73 0.11 0.10 0.14 649.42" 3
Model 3 Two-factor model? 2488.67 482 0.73 0.64 0.15 0.16 0.14 702.32" 2
Model 4 One-factor model® 3785.81 483 0.56 0.49 0.17 0.14 0.19 1297.14" 1

> =chi-square; df=degrees of freedom; CFI=Comparative Fit Index; TLI=Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA =Root-Mean-Square Error Approxi-
mation; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square Residual. “p <0.05; “p<0.01

*Five-factors: secure attachment; overdependence, counterdependence; perceived TFL; thriving at work;

®Four-factors: secure attachment; overdependence and counterdependence combined; perceived TFL; thriving at work;

“Three-factors: secure attachment, overdependence and counterdependence combined; perceived TFL; thriving at work;

dTwo-factors: secure attachment, overdependence, counterdependence and perceived TFL combined; thriving at work;

¢One-factor: secure attachment, overdependence, counterdependence, perceived TFL and thriving at work combined

Table 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between study variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Individual level

1. Age 36.76  0.66 -

2. Gender - - -0.02 -

3. Education - - 0.14 0.08 -

4. Secure 391 049 0.01 -0.07 0.09

5.0D 223 1.10 -0.03 0.05 -0.06 -0.25" -

6.CD 2.37 099 -0.07 0.03 -0.04 -021"" 023" -

7. Thriving 387 058 0.14" -0.13 0.09 0.32" —0.29**. —0.36% - -

8. Perceived TFL 254 042 009 007 0.13 045 037" 049" 0417
Team level

9. Team tenure 1.34 1.26 0.15 -0.07 0.03 0.15 -0.13 -0.16 -0.16° 0.04 -

10. Team-level TFL ~ 2.69  1.87  0.10 0.09 0.15 0.19" -0.15"  -023" 025" 005 013 -
N=587 individuals working within 112 teams. “p<0.05; “p<0.01; ““p<0.001; OD=Overdependence; CD =Counterdependence;

TFL =Transformational Leadership

subsequent analyses (such as gender and education), since
the inclusion of unnecessary controls may yield biased esti-
mates and reduce power.

Hypothesis Testing

Hypotheses 1-3 examined the direct effects of followers’
attachment (T1) on their thriving at work (T3). In line with
these hypotheses, secure attachment was positively asso-
ciated with thriving (f=0.38, p<0.001, 95% CI=[0.16,
0.55]), while overdependence (f=-0.24, p<0.05, 95%
CI=[-0.44, -0.23]), and counterdependence (f=-0.31,
p<0.01, 95% CI=[-0.68, —0.18]), were negatively

associated. These results support Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3,
indicating that followers’ attachment is directly related to
their thriving at work.

Hypotheses 4—6 proposed that perceived TFL (T2) medi-
ates the relationships between attachment dimensions (T1)
and thriving at work (T3). Following Preacher et al. (2010),
we tested these mediation hypotheses by estimating indi-
rect effects using a bootstrapping approach. Specifically, we
computed 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (Cls) for
the indirect effects based on 10,000 bootstrap samples, as
recommended by Shrout and Bolger (2002). According to
this approach, an indirect effect is statistically significant if
its CI does not contain zero.
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The results confirmed that perceived TFL significantly
mediated the relationships between attachment dimensions
and thriving. The 95% ClIs for the indirect effects excluded
zero for each attachment dimension: secure attachment and
thriving (=0.38, p<0.001, 95% CI=1[0.27, 1.92]), overde-
pendence and thriving (f=-0.28, p<0.01, 95% CI=[-1.53,
—0.11]), and counterdependence and thriving (f=-0.31,
p<0.05, 95% CI=[-1.21, — 0.17]). Model comparisons
using hierarchical regression (see Table A in the Appendix)
revealed that the direct effects of attachment dimensions
on thriving became non-significant when perceived TFL
was introduced as a mediator. This indicates that perceived
TFL fully mediates the relationship between attachment and
thriving at work, supporting Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6.

Figure 2 presents the path diagram with estimates.

Sensitivity Analyses

To further strengthen our findings, we conducted sensi-
tivity analyses that systematically varied the variables to
assess how these changes impacted the results. The base-
line (research) model included individual perceived TFL
as a mediator, controlling for team-level TFL (Time 2) and
demographic factors such as age and team tenure (Time 1).
Alternative models tested: mediation without team-level
TFL; replacing it with team size; direct effects with controls;

mediation without demographics; and a reverse causality
model in which attachment predicted TFL perceptions via
thriving. This analysis helped determine whether the key
relationships remain consistent across different model speci-
fications or assumptions, thereby testing the robustness of
the mediation effect of followers’ attachment on thriving at
work through individual perceptions of TFL. Table 3 pre-
sents the mediation (indirect) and direct effects across the
baseline and alternative models.

Across these models, the core mediation effect of attach-
ment on thriving at work through individual perceptions
of TFL remained statistically significant and consistently
stronger than in the alternative models. This consistency
across multiple model specifications supports the robust-
ness of our findings and reinforces the role of individually
perceived TFL as a mediator in the relationship between
attachment and thriving at work.

Discussion

In this study, we investigated the role of follower attach-
ment in shaping perceptions of TFL and, in turn, influencing
thriving at work. Drawing on attachment theory as well as
the COR theory and subsequent developments, we found
support for the hypothesized model depicted in Fig. 1. Spe-
cifically, higher levels of secure attachment were positively

Fig.2 Path diagram with
estimates. Note. T1 = Time 1
(baseline); T2 = Time 2 (mid-
point); T3 = Time 3 (follow-
up). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01;
*#¥p < 0.001

Secure
Attachment
T1

Over-
dependence
T1

Counter-
dependence
T1
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Table 3 Sensitivity analyses

Model Attachment Indirect effects S.E  p-value Directeffects S.E  p-value
dimensions
Baseline Secure 0.38 0.11 <0.001 0.14 0.32 0.28
Model Overdependence -0.28 0.16 <0.01 -0.09 0.21 0.31
(Main mediation model with individual TFL as mediator, Counterdependence —0.31 0.10 <0.05 -0.16 0.19 0.35
and team-level TFL and demographics as controls)
Model 1 Secure 0.53 021 <0.001 0.31 0.25 0.11
(Mediation without team-level means of TFL as control) Overdependence -0.43 0.17 <0.05 -0.13 0.23 0.34
Counterdependence —0.49 025 <0.01 -0.22 0.31 0.42
Model 2 Secure 0.24 027 <0.01 0.10 022 0.16
(Control team size as an alternative team-level control Overdependence -0.21 029 <0.01 -0.07 0.20 0.21
instead of team-level TFL) Counterdependence —0.26 023 <0.05 -0.05 0.18 0.25
Model 3 Secure — —_- = 0.11 0.19 0.14
(No mediator but controls are retained) Overdependence — — — -0.10 0.26 0.19
Counterdependence — —_ — -0.08 0.21 0.25
Model 4 Secure 0.41 0.19 <0.001 0.11 0.17 0.08
(No control for demographics) Overdependence -0.33 0.29 <0.001 -0.10 0.23 0.06
Counterdependence —0.37 0.23 <0.01 -0.15 0.28 0.11
Model 5 Secure 0.14 0.06 <0.05 0.16 021 <0.05
(Reverse causality whereby attachment affects TFL Overdependence -0.19 0.11 0.07 -0.13 0.17 0.10
perceptions via thriving) Counterdependence —0.23 0.04 0.10 -0.07 0.14 0.08

TFL =Transformational Leadership; S.E.=Standard Error. Team-level TFL was measured at Time 2, and demographics were measured at Time

1 as control variables. Demographics include age and team tenure

associated with followers’ thriving at work, whereas higher
levels of overdependence and counterdependence were
negatively associated. Furthermore, individual perceptions
of TFL fully mediated the relationships between all three
attachment dimensions (i.e., secure, overdependent, and
counterdependent) and the outcome variable (i.e., thriv-
ing at work), even after accounting for the (proxy) objec-
tive team-level TFL perceptions. The findings suggest that
key structural personal resources, such as secure attachment
(but not overdependent or counterdependent attachment),
enhance perceptions of TFL, which in turn enable followers
to thrive at work. Below, we discuss the study’s implications
for theory and practice, identify its limitations, and propose
directions for future research.

Theoretical Contributions

The present study has important theoretical implications.
First, we contribute to the literature on followership. Attach-
ment theory is a prominent theory in relationship science
that has witnessed growing application to the leadership
domain, including leader—follower relationships (Davidovitz
et al., 2007; Hansbrough, 2012; Hinojosa et al., 2014; Popper
et al., 2000). We examined followers’ characteristics from a
relational perspective by integrating attachment theory and
the role-based followership approach, moving beyond tra-
ditional followership typologies and styles (Chaleft, 2008;
Kellerman, 2008; Kelley, 1988; Zaleznik, 1965). This

insight fills an important gap in the followership literature
by demonstrating that high attachment security positively
shapes followers’ perceptions of TFL, which fosters thriv-
ing at work. In contrast, followers high in overdependence
or counterdependence may struggle to thrive at work due
to lower perceptions of TFL, resulting from their insecure
relational models. Coyle et al. (2023) developed a typology
of follower characteristics using a role-based approach that
identified relationship-directed follower types—politically
strategic, proactive, conforming, devoted, or submissive.
Our study further extends this body of work by investigat-
ing how relationship-focused characteristics—specifically,
followers high in the secure, overdependent, or counterde-
pendent dimensions of attachment—may shape perceptions
of leaders, for better or worse (Carsten et al., 2010; Howell
& Shamir, 2005; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).

Second, this study is the first to demonstrate a direct
link between attachment and workplace thriving. Several
researchers have suggested that relational resources, such
as heedful relations, supportive co-worker behavior, and
feeling part of a team, impact employees’ thriving (Kleine
et al., 2019; Niessen et al., 2012; Paterson et al., 2014; Spre-
itzer et al., 2005; Wallace et al., 2016). However, there is a
paucity of research on how employees’ attachment influ-
ences their thriving in the workplace. To narrow this gap,
the present study explored the relationship between attach-
ment dimensions and thriving at work in the context of pro-
ject teams. Based on attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), we
demonstrated that secure attachment is positively associated
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with thriving at work. This may be due to the positive self-
views and curiosity for information search associated with
secure attachment (Little et al., 2011; Mikulincer, 1997),
which result in greater vitality and learning. However, both
overdependent and counterdependent attachment are nega-
tively associated with workplace thriving. This suggests that
the hyperactivation of negative emotions in overdependent
attachment and suppression of negative thoughts in counter-
dependent attachment (Collins & Read, 1994; Little et al.,
2011; Mikulincer & Sheffi, 2000) lead to reduced work vital-
ity. Additionally, the withdrawal of information search in
overdependent attachment, and the dismissal of new infor-
mation in counterdependent attachment (Mikulincer, 1997)
results in reduced learning. Thus, attachment is an important
antecedent for thriving at work.

Third, we add to the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001)
and its extension by Ten Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012)
by revealing that both secure attachment and TFL consti-
tute resources that facilitate thriving at work. Conversely,
high levels of overdependence and counterdependence
are negatively associated with workplace thriving due to
lower perceptions of TFL; followers with these attachment
dimensions are unable to reap the benefits of TFL because
they possess fewer relational resources. Previous research
found that overdependent attachment is positively related
to the perception of TFL (Hansbrough, 2012), likely due
to individuals’ need for emotional validation. However, our
study contradicts this finding, showing that higher levels of
overdependent attachment were associated with more nega-
tive perceptions of TFL. This discrepancy may stem from
contextual and methodological differences: Hansbrough’s
laboratory-based study (conducted among undergraduate
students) contrasts with our real-world, three-wave longi-
tudinal study, where interpersonal dynamics are more com-
plex. Supporting this, field studies using measures such as
supervisor support and leader-member exchange have also
reported negative associations with overdependent attach-
ment (Davidovitz et al., 2007; Richards & Hackett, 2012).
Moreover, our study examined not only overdependent, but
also secure and counterdependent attachment dimensions,
offering a more comprehensive view of how attachment
influences perceptions of TFL and thriving at work. Secure
attachment fosters more positive TFL perceptions, whereas
overdependent and counterdependent tendencies may hinder
these perceptions due to relational limitations.

Embedded in the COR (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001), our study
makes an important theoretical contribution by considering
the interplay of various resources on thriving at work. We
demonstrate that secure attachment, as a personal resource,
initiates a gain spiral, whereas overdependent and coun-
terdependent attachment initiates a loss spiral. Notably,
both resources (i.e., secure attachment and perceptions of
TFL) are aligned in their focus on employee flourishing,
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growth, and learning, which makes our model parsimoni-
ous and emphasizes its relevance to thriving. Furthermore,
we demonstrate that perceived TFL, while not constituting
a demand/stressor, constitutes a strong resource for follow-
ers with high secure attachment, which positively affects
their thriving. Hence, we contribute to a follower-focused
approach to leadership (see Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995; Howell & Shamir, 2005; Oc & Bash-
shur, 2013; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), supporting the view that
followers’ perceptions of leadership are shaped by their
own characteristics, specifically their relational attachment
propensities.

Practical Implications

Our findings have key practical implications. Followers’
attachment may shape their perceptions of TFL and work-
place thriving. Supervisors can help revise negative internal
working models linked to insecure attachment (i.e., higher
levels of overdependence or counterdependence) by foster-
ing emotional security through open communication and
feedback (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2013). Organizations may
also provide counseling to support employees with inse-
cure attachment (Hardy & Barkham, 1994; Lopez, 2003).
Security-enhancing interactions improve mental health,
intergroup relations, and prosocial behavior (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007b). Training managers to use security prim-
ing techniques—such as positive affirmations (“you are
valued”) and role modeling success stories—can boost
employee vitality and learning. Organizations should train
supervisors to recognize subordinates’ attachment traits and
promote secure behaviors, including independent work and
help-seeking. Supervisors should practice active listening,
validate employees’ feelings, and show empathy—especially
toward those with lower attachment security—to enhance
relational security and boost productivity.

Our findings highlight that while TFL positively influ-
ences workplace thriving, employees’ attachment shapes
their perceptions of TFL. Therefore, leadership training
should not only focus on enhancing TFL behaviors (Dvir
et al., 2002), but also on helping leaders understand how
different attachment dimensions influence followers’ views
of leaders’ efforts. Specifically, training in individualized
consideration can help leaders recognize and respond to
the different attachment-related needs of team members, as
opposed to a “one-size-fits-all” approach (Boatwright et al.,
2010). Additionally, incorporating 360-degree feedback
(Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006) can provide leaders with valu-
able insights into how attachment affects their leadership
perceptions, enabling more tailored and effective leadership
development.
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Limitations and Future Research

Our study has limitations that highlight fruitful avenues for
future research. First, ratings for attachment dimensions,
perceived TFL, and thriving at work were derived from
the same source (i.e., project team members), creating the
potential for common source bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
We reduced common source bias by using a three-wave
longitudinal design, collecting data at three separate time
points. Nevertheless, it would be beneficial to measure
thriving at work from diverse sources, such as supervisors
and co-workers, to increase the validity of the measures.

Second, the study was conducted with a sample con-
sisting of multinational IT organizations in India. Some
may question the applicability of the TFL theory, which
was created based on Western cultures, to India, a Global
South nation characterized by a more collectivist and
high-power-distance culture (Hofstede, 1980). However,
a growing body of TFL research has reported consistent
results across cultures (Wang et al., 2005). To broaden the
applicability of our findings, future research could repli-
cate this study in other (i.e., Western) cultures.

Third, we assessed followers’ perceptions using a short
measure of the TFL scale (Carless et al., 2000). The TFL
paradigm provides a useful, but inexhaustive account of
leadership style, and the facets of TFL were not explored
here (e.g., idealized influence, intellectual stimulation;
Bass, 1985). Single-scale measures of TFL are recom-
mended for research purposes as the subcomponents are
highly intercorrelated (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Our results
may be limited in terms of implications, as the short
measure meant we were unable to examine whether cer-
tain dimensions of TFL drove the relationships. However,
the short measure resulted in high response rates within
organizations. Future research may consider using lengthy
questionnaires, such as the MLQ, to measure TFL.

Fourth, while our study focuses on how attachment
dimensions shape perceptions of TFL, we acknowledge
that attachment may also affect followers’ initial attrac-
tion to specific leadership styles. For instance, individu-
als with higher attachment security have been found to
prefer socialized charismatic leaders, while those higher
in counterdependence may gravitate toward personalized
charismatic leaders (Shalit et al., 2010). Future research
could employ experimental designs—such as vignettes
or choice-based studies—to examine whether attachment
security predicts attraction to transformational leaders and
how this initial preference interacts with perceptions over
time to shape leader—follower relationships.

Finally, while our model is grounded in theory and sup-
ported by time-lagged data, we did not measure or control
for individual differences, such as positive affect, which

may influence both leadership perceptions and thriving.
Future research should include such affective traits (or
other relevant individual differences) to better isolate the
effects of attachment on perceived TFL and thriving (e.g.,
Richards & Schat, 2011). Although our analyses provide
weak support for a reverse pathway (i.e., thriving at Time
2 influencing perceived TFL at Time 3), the three-wave
design limits the ability to draw strong conclusions about
temporal direction. Future experimental or cross-lagged
panel designs would provide a more rigorous test of these
dynamics.

Conclusion

Leadership is incomplete without understanding the role
of followers (Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Oc & Bashshur, 2013;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). In our study, we sharpen the focus
on followers by examining how follower characteristics (i.e.,
attachment dimensions) influence thriving at work through
their perceptions of TFL. Our findings contribute to the lit-
erature on thriving and attachment by demonstrating that
individuals with higher attachment security are more likely
to thrive at work, whereas insecure attachment (i.e., elevated
levels of overdependence or counterdependence) may hin-
der thriving. We also contribute to followership literature
by showing that higher levels of secure attachment (but not
overdependence or counterdependence) may trigger positive
perceptions of TFL, resulting in a resource gain spiral that
supports the ability to thrive at work. Generally, our results
can enable organizations to better understand how follower-
ship contributes to core relational leadership processes and
employee well-being.
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