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Optimistic Managers & Their Influence on Productivity & Employee
Engagement in a Technology Organization

Abstract

The objective of this study is to investigate whether teams are more engaged and productive when led by an
optimistic manager. Furthermore, we hypothesize that optimistic managers embody positive
leadership—employing a strengths-based approach, maintaining a positive perspective, and frequently
providing recognition and encouragement—which increases the engagement and productivity of their
employees. In a cross-sectional study of 86 employees and 17 managers in an Information Technology (IT)
organization, positive leadership correlated with employee optimism, engagement, and project performance.
When we looked at a subset of this data prospectively, with 39 employees and 14 managers, manager
optimism predicted project performance. Our data support the claim that positive leadership is correlated
with employee engagement and performance, and further extends the importance of optimism in the
workplace.
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Abstract
The objective of this study is to investigate whether teams are more engaged and productive
when led by an optimistic manager. Furthermore, we hypothesize that optimistic managers
embody positive leadership—employing a strengths-based approach, maintaining a positive
perspective, and frequently providing recognition and encouragement—which increases the
engagement and productivity of their employees. In a cross-sectional study of 86 employees and
17 managers in an Information Technology (IT) organization, positive leadership correlated with
employee optimism, engagement, and project performance. When we looked at a subset of this
data prospectively, with 39 employees and 14 managers, manager optimism predicted project
performance. Our data support the claim that positive leadership is correlated with employee

engagement and performance, and further extends the importance of optimism in the workplace.
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Optimistic Managers and Their Influence on Productivity and Employee Engagement in a
Technology Organization

An optimistic explanatory style has been linked to a wide range of positive performance
outcomes in academic, athletic, and work domains (cf. Kamen & Seligman, 1985; Nolen-
Hoeksema, Girgus, & Seligman, 1986; Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Peterson & Seligman, 1984).
Researchers have found that an optimistic explanatory style significantly correlates with and
predicts successtul job performance (Seligman & Schulman, 1986). According to Tombaugh
(2005, p. 16), “Optimistic leaders are more likely to see problems as challenges, exert greater
effort for longer periods to reach their goals, and seek out and appreciate the positive aspects of
difficult situations.” On an individual-level analysis, optimism clearly influences work
performance. Given that an optimistic explanatory style predicts and precedes a successful job
performance, what role does a manager play in influencing employee performance?

According to Gallup researchérs Kruger and Killham (2005), managers greatly influence
employee well-being and engagement, which in turn play a significant role in organizational
performance. Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions provides an
explanation of how managers might create more engagement in employees. In this model,
positive emotions “broaden an individual’s momentary thought-action repertoire, which in turn
has the effect of building that individual’s physical, intellectual, and social resources,” promoting
engagement and‘ therefore productivity (Fredrickson, 1998, p.300).

Business schools have taken the lead in researching the effects of leadership style on
employees. McColl-Kennedy and Anderson (2002) found that frustration and optimism fully
mediate the relationship between leadership style and employee performance. This finding

brings back the question of how managers can improve the productivity of their employees. We
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hypothesize that the manager’s own optimism can engender employee engagement via positive
emotion, which then positively influences work performance.

The importance of managér optimism is supported by Popper, Amit, Gal, Mishkal-Sinai,
and Lisak (2004), who found that optimism is one of three psychological capacities essential for
leadership. Similarly, Humphrey (2002) argues that the emotional displays of leaders have a
larger impact on employees than the content of their messages. How do optimistic managers
influence the productivity of their teams? We hypothesize that optimistic managers ‘embody a
positive leadership approach, in which they are more likely to: employ a strengths-based
approach to managing employees, maintain a positive perspective when difficulties arise, and
provide frequent recognition of employee accomplishments.

The first component in our model of positive leadership is a strengths-based approach to
managing. Over the last 30 years, The Gallup Organization has taken the lead in investigating
human talents and strengths. According to Clifton and Harter (2003, p. 119), “top-performing
managers have an approach to management that focuses on developing the strengths of the
individuals they manage.” From this research, we chose to investigate a strengths-based
approach as a key component of positive leadership. As Clifton and Harter (2003, p. 119)
surmise, “top-performing managers have been ahead of their time in doing what is
psychologically most efficient: they affect engagement and productivity by understanding and
positioning individual differences in their employees.”

The second component of positive leadership we investigated is the manager’s
perspective during difficult times. According to Henry (2005), “Individuals with a more positive
explanatory style are better able to manage the uncertainty of change. This is because these

individuals exhibit greater control perceptions and implement more active coping strategies to
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dampen potential downsides. Also, they often reinterpret the negative event as an opportunity
for growth.” These findings align with the work of Reivich and Shatte (2002) on resiliency,
which includes other components of positive perspective such as de-catastrophizing setbacks and
appropriate disengagement. Taken together, positive perspective includes de-catastrophizing
setbacks, accuracy around perceptions of control, appropriate disengagement, emotional coping,
solution-orientation, and positive interpretation of the problem.

The third component of positive leadership we investigated is the manager’s style in
providing recognition and encouragement. Kouzes and Posner (1999, p.4) found that 98% of
respondents answered “yes” to the question, “When you get encouragement, does it help you
perform at a higher level?” Further emphasizing the importance of providing encouragement,
Fredrickson and Losada (2005) discovered that teams of employees displaying more positive
than negative interactions (3: i) outperformed other teams. In addition, Ryan and Deci (2000, p.
70) found that “positive performance feedback enhanced intrinsic motivation, whereas negative
performance feedback diminished it.” Together, these findings support our hypothesis that an
optimistic manager may affect employee productivity by providing frequent recognition and
encouragement.

From this review of previous research, we chose to investigate the influence of manager
optimism on team productivity and employee engagement in an IT organization. This study is
driven by two primary research questions investigated through both retrospective and
prospective correlational design: 1) Do teams produce better results when led by an optimistic
manager? 2) Are employees more engaged at work when led by an optimistic manager? We
hypothesize that the answers to both questions will be affirmative, leading us to our secondary

research objective: discovering how optimistic managers influence the productivity of their
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teams. We hypothesize that managers embodying positive leadership—employing a strengths-
based approach, maintaining a positive perspective, and frequently providing recognition and

encouragement—increase the engagement and productivity of their employees.

Method
Participants

Participants in our study were recruited from a highly ranked property and casualty
insurance company located in Worcester, Massachusetts. All participants are Information
Technology (IT) professionals working on key IT projects within the technology organization.
These employees represented various individual contributor and managerial roles such as
Program and Project Managers, Business Analysts, Developers, and Architects.

The company selected projects with significant scope and duration and aligned
employees with these projects in 2005 were identified as potential participants. Toward the latter
part of 2005 and early 2006, the technology organization underwent a restructuring.
Consequently, only a subset of the employees aligned with the 2005 projects continued to be
aligned with those same projects in 2006. A total of 155 people received the survey
electronically and 117 actually completed the survey for a 75% response rate.

Demographics

We assessed the following demographics on the survey: year of birth, location, gender,
race/ethnicity, and length of employment with the company. 84% of the participants are
Caucasian; 7.5% Asian or Pacific Islander; 4.7% Other or Unknown; 1.9% Hispanic; and .9%
each of American Indian or Alaskan Native, Black (not of Hispanic origin). 97% of the
participants are located in the United States. 54% are female and 46% are male. Ages ranged

from 25 to 59 with a mean age of 44 (SD = 7.59). 55% have worked for the company 10 or
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more years, 20% for one to five years, 20% for five to ten years, and 5% worked for an
outsourcing firm.
Materials

We constructed two electronic surveys, one for the employees and one for the managers,
by combining three separate questionnaires.

The Life Orientation Test Revised (LOT-R). The LOT-R (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges,
1994) is a ten-item scale designed to assess individual differences in generalized optimism
versus pessimism. This measure is available in the public domain and its brevity made it an ideal
measure for our project since two other measures were also being used. The LOT-R has
demonstrated internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .78 and high test-retest reliability:
.68 (4 months); .60 (12 months); .56 (24 months); .79 (28 months) (Scheier, Carver, Charles, &
Bridges, 1994).

The Gallup Organization’s Q"2 (0"?). The Q' is a 12-item scale that measures

Tengagement in the workplace. According to Rath (2006), over eight million employees

worldwide have taken the Q'%; those with high Q" scores exhibit superior performance, such as
lower turnover, higher sales growth, increased productivity, and better customer loyalty.
Permission was granted by The Gallup Organization to use the Q"% as part of our study.

Positive Leadership. We developed our own set of questions, both closed an open-ended,
to investigate three components of positive leadership. Based upon our literature review we
hypothesized that an optimistic manager may be more inclined to employ a strength-based
approach, have more perspectivé when difficulties arise, and provide more recognition than

pessimistic managers.
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Strength-Based approach (STR). We measured the degree to which the manager employs
a strength-based approach to managing by taking the mean of all strength-based questions (listed
in the Appendices A and B) such as “My Project Manager matches my talents to the tasks that
need to be accomplished.” Our definition of a strengths-based approach to management
includes: appreciating employees’ strengths, matching talents to tasks, and focusing on strengths
more than weaknesses.

Perspective (PER). We measured the degree to which the manager maintains a positive
perspective when difficulties arise by taking the mean of all perspective-based questions such as:
“When a problem crops up on my project, my Project Manager is able to help me come up with
solutions.” Our definition of positive perspective includes: de-catastrophizing setbacks,
accuracy around perceptions of control, appropriate disengagement, emotional coping, solution-
orientation, and positive interpretation of the problem.

Recognition (REC). We measured the degree to which the manager provides recognition
for employee’s efforts and accomplishments by taking the mean of all recognition-based
questions such as:  “My Project Manager regularly recognizes project milestones.” Our
definition of recognition includes: frequently encouraging and rewarding employee
accomplishments.

These questions form three psychometrically reliable scales, with Cronbach’s alpha
reliability scores above .8 and item-to-total correlations above .6.

Project Performance (PP). Project Performance was measured by examining nine key
project attributes. The first six attributes listed on the next page are reviewed monthly by
members of thé senior leadership team and the Project Management Office (PMO); the next two

are reviewed after the project is complete; and lastly, the organization considers project
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complexity and degree of difficulty as another attribute in measuring and comparing projects.
The nine attributes used to measure Project Performance are:
1. Scope/Requirements Management - requirements were managed throughout
project life cycle. ;
2. Resources — planned staffing and actual staffing closely aligned and managed
throughout project life cycle.
3. Schedule - key milestones met or exceeded throughout all life cycle phases, and
implementation met scheduled date.
4. Budget - actual project expenses were equal to or lower than planned project
expenses.
5. Issue Management — issues identified and managed throughout project life cycle.
6. Dashboard/Review Quality — high degree of accuracy and quality in project
performance data throughout life cycle.
7. Quality Defects Delivered — level of defects delivered to baseline.
8. Client Satisfaction — client or end-user satisfaction with product.
9. Degree of Difficulty — project complexity and difficulty.

A score between 1 and 5 was given to each of the nine attributes*. We calculated the
mean for the first eight categories, and then multiplied this average by the Degree of Difficulty
score for an overall score on Project Performance. If an employee worked on more than one
project, a mean was taken for all the projects worked on. We analyzed the data at the individual
employee level. If employees had more than one manager, we calculated mean scores on all
measures for all managers who worked with that employee.

*The first eight attributes were scored as follows: 1=poor; 2=fair; 3=good; 4= very good; 5=
excellent. The last attribute (Degree of Difficulty) was scored as follows: 1=very low; 2=low;
3=medium; 4=high; S5=very high.

To control for suggestion effects we titled the survey “Attitudes and Beliefs in the
Workplace”. The LOT-R questions were titled “Life in General”. The Gallup’s Q" questions
were titled “Workplace”. The positive leadership questions were titled “Relationship with
Project Manager” for the employee survey and “Relationship with Project Team Members” for

the manager survey. Refer to Appendix A for a sample of the Employee survey and Appendix B

for a sample of the Manager survey.
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Procedure

We administered the survey during an eleven-day period between March 28 and April 7,
2006. To ensure a good response rate, targeted managers and employees received an email, a
day before we launched the survey, from the Chief Information Officer (CIO) alerting them of
our study and requesting their participation. In the letter he stressed that participation was
optional and confidentiality would be assured. Refer to Appendix C for a sample of the letter
from the CIO.

These managers and employees then received an email from us, which explained the
purpose of the study and instructions for completing the survey online. They were informed that
by clicking on the link to the survey, they would be granting their consent to participate in our
study. Refer to Appendix D for a sample of the letter from us, the researchers.

Managers and employees were given one week to complete the survey. A reminder by
the CIO was distributed a day before the due date and an extension was granted for an additional
three days. After participants completed the survey, we gained retrospective access to the
company’s internal performance data for key projects in 2005. Between the time managers and
employees completed the survey and the end of the quarter (April-June 2006), performance data‘
was collected prospectively on these same projects. In addition, prospective performance data

were collected for the projects that participants had been reassigned to during the restructuring.

Results
The primary question of our research study was: “Are teams led by an optimistic manager
more engaged in their work, and do they produce better results than teams led by a pessimistic
manager?” We hypothesized that optimistic managers would lead teams that are 1) more

-engaged and 2) more productive than pessimistic managers. Second, we were interested in the

AN
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other relationships among manager optimism, manager engagement, employee optimism,
employee engagement and project performance. Finally, we wanted to test our model of positive
leadership.

To investigate these relationships, we ran the correlations between eight variables:
Manager Optimism (MO), Manager Engagement (ME), Employee Optimism (EO), Employee
Engagement (EE), Project Performance (PP), Strengths-Based approach (STR), Perspective
(PER), and Recognition (REC). Although this was one study, we ran the set of inter-correlations
twice: once with the retrospective project performance data from 2005 and once with the
prospective project performance data from April to June 2006.

Retrospective: 2005

The sample size for the retrospective data was comprised of 86 employees and 17
managers. See Table 1 for a comparison of means and standard deviations for the data collected
in 2005; correlations are presented in Table 2. In 2005, manager optimism did not cofrelate with
either employee engagement (r = .02, p = ns) or project performance (r = .07, p = ns), as
originally hypothesized.

Manager optimism did, however, correlate significantly with manager engagement (r =
47 and p < .01), and this correlation is statistically moderéte to large (Cohen, 1998). Manager
engagement had a very large and significant correlation with project performance (r = .82 and p
<.01). Employee optimism correlated significantly with employee engagement (r = .30 and p <
.01), and employee engagement significantly correlated with project performance (r = .30 and p
<.01).

Managers who employ a strengths-based approach correlated significantly with manager

engagement (r = .25 and p < .05), employee optimism (r = .36 and p < .01), employee
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engagement (r = .69 and p < .01), project performance (r = .33 and p < .01), perspective (r = .57
and p < .01), and recognition (r = .80 and p < .01).

The degree to which managers maintained a positive correlated significantly with
employee engagement (r = .26 and p < .05), project performance (r = .26 and p < .05), and
recognition (r = .63 and p < .01).

And, the degree to which managers who frequently provide recognition correlated
significantly with employee optimism (r = .31 and p < .01), employee engagement (r = .59 ‘and P
<.01), and project performance (r =.27 and p < .05).

Prospective: 2006

The prospective data were comprised of 39 employees and 14 managers: a subset of the
original data with a different alignment. These data came from the same sample as the
retrospective data; however, the prospective sample is smaller because some people went to
different projects and could not be lined up. See Table 3 for a comparison of means and standard
deviations in 2006 and Table 4 for inter-correlations. In 20()6; manager optimism did not
correlate with employee engagement (r = .13 and p = ns), but it did have a moderate to large
significant correlation (r = .42 and p < .01) with project performance, as originally hypothesized.

Manager engagement significantly correlated with project performance ( = .42 and p <
.01) and employee optimism (r = .35 and p < .05). Employee optimism significantly correlated
with employee engagement (r = .39 and p < .05), and émployee engagement significantly
correlated with project performance (r = .37 and p < .05).

Managers who employ a strengths-based approach correlated significantly with employee
optimism (r = .46 and p < .01), employee engagement (r = .64 and p < .01), project performance

(r=.33 and p < .01), perspective (r = .70 and p < .01), and recognition (r = .91 and p < .01).
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The degree to which managers maintain a pésitive perspective correlated significantly
with employee optimism (r = .41 and p < .05), project performance (r = .35 and p < .05), and
recognition (r = .65 and p < .01).

And, managers who frequently provide recognition correlated significantly with
employee optimism (r = .49 and p < .01), employee engagement (r = .63 and p < .01), and

project performance (r = .36 and p < .05).

Discussion

The primary question of our research study was: “Are teams led by an optimistic manager
more engaged in their work, and do they produce better results than teams led by a pessimistic
manager?” In 2005, manager optimism did not result in more engaged employees and better
project performance as we expected. This finding could be due to the complexity of aligning
individual employees with only one manager in a highly matrixed organization typical of today’s
technology industry. According to Bell (2004), “Many employees now report to multiple bosses,
team leaders, or process owners.” In 2005, employees worked with up to nine managers on as
many as five projects, whereas in 2006, no one worked with more than two managers or on more
than two projects. The high amount of overlap in 2005 is evident; the mean number of managers
is almost triple the number in 2006. See the means and standard deviations for the number of
projects and managers in both 2005 and 2006 below:

Number of projects:
2005: M =1.72,SD = .92
2006: M = 1.15, SD = .37
Number of managers:

2005: M =3.28, SD = 1.86
2006: M =1.33, 5D = 48
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In 2006, we did find that manager obtimism significantly correlated with project
performance, but not employee engagement. Although our sample in 2006 was smaller than in
2005, there was less overlap on the number of projects and subsequent number of managers each
employee reported to. Only five employees worked on more than one project; no one worked
with more than three managers. In comparison, in 2005, employees in our sample worked on an
average of three projects with two managers.

We were also interested in the other relationships among manager optimism, manager
engagement, employee optimism, employee engagement and project performance. In 2005 we
found that manager optimism was significantly correlated with manager engagement, which in
turn significantly correlated with project performance — this correlation was also evident in the
prospective data. This finding suggests that managers who are more engaged in their work are
more likely to manage teams that produce better results. Our findings are consistent with prior
research by Krueger & Killham (2005) and Fredrickson (1998) on the link between engagement
and productivity.

In both 2005 and 2006 employee optimism was correlated with employee engagement,
which in turn was correlated with project performance. Although it is difficult to determine
causality, this finding suggests a link between optimism, engagement, and results, consistent
with the findings of Tombaugh (2005) and Seligman and Schulman (1986). We also looked at
the role the manager plays in influencing employee engagement: in both our retrospective and
prospective data a statistically small to moderate trend emerged between manager and employee
engagement.

Finally, we were curious about how leadership style influences optimism, engagement,

and project performance, based on previous research by McColl-Kennedy & Anderson (2002),

W
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and Popper, Amit, Gal, Mishkal-Sinai & Lisak (2004). We selected three components of
positive leadership closely linked with optimism: strengths-based approach, positive
perspective, and recognition. All three measures strongly correlated with each other in both the
retrospective and prospective data. The large to very large correlations may suggest that these
measures are in fact capturing one single component — perhaps an aggregate of leadership
effectiveness.

Assuming that a strength-based approach, perspective, and recognition are all qualities of
positive leadership, in both years we found that optimistic and engaged employees were more
likely to report to a manager that valued their strengths, had a positive perspective and frequently
provided recognition. Positive leadership also predicted higher project performance in both
years. Our findings support previous research related to strengths-based leadership by The
Gallup Organization; positive perspective by Reivich and Shatte (2002) and Henry (2005); and
recognition by Kouzes and Posner ( 1994). With a larger sample size, path analysis might
discover that managers who employ a positive leadership style actually facilitate employee
engagement, leading to higher performance.

This finding would suggest that managers who currently embody positive leadership are
contributing to the effectiveness of not only their employees, but also the organization as a
whole. Managers who do not currently value employee strengths, nor maintain a positive
perspective, and fail to provide frequent recognition and encouragement, might benefit from
positive leadership training and development. Future research could look at the efficacy of
interventions targeting these three components. Karl (1992) found that a training program,
focusing on optimism, increased outcome expectations, self-efficacy, motivation, learning, and

transfer, when compared to standard training. As one of our participants expressed in the open-

\Y



Optimistic Managers 16

ended section of the survey, “I work with many project managers and each has a different
philosophy around how they recognize, reward, or show appreciation. Some are very good
while others fail miserably.” Our research suggests that managers who employ a posifive
leadership style will have more engaged employees and produce better results.
Study Limitations and Future Research

The main limitation in our study was overlap. It was difficult to isolate which manager
the employee was thinking of when he or she completed the survey. In the retrospective 2005
data, there was a large amount of overlap between the number of managers and projects aligned
with each employee. Thus, mean scores were used to calculate manager optimism, manager
engagement, and project performance. Although the sample size of our prospective 2006 data is
smaller, there was less overlap

Due to the highly complex nature of a matrixed organization, it was difficult to align an
individual employee with just one manager. If this study was replicated, we recommend
collecting a larger sample and using more sophisticated data analysis techniques to take into
account the non-independence and hierarchal organization of the data. With a larger sample size
it would be ideal to conduct a Hierarchical Linear Modeling analysis, in addition to simple inter-
correlations, to see how different levels of management affect engagement, optimism, and
productivity.
Conclusion

According to Seligman (2002, p. 83), “optimism and hope cause better resistance to
depression when bad events strike, better performance at work, particularly in challenging jobs,
and better physical health.” In today’s rapidly changing and uncertain business environment

managers and employees need optimism more than ever before to not only cope, but to innovate
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and flourish. Managers have more influence, than perhaps they realize, on their employees’
engagement, optimism, and performance, and can consciously use this influence to benefit these

employees and the organization as a whole.



