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This study examined the moderating effects of emotional contagion, including
leaders’ emotional contagion and subordinates’ emotional susceptibility, on the rela-
tionship between transformational leadership and subordinates’ job involvement. By
investigating 210 soldiers from eight companies of the Taiwan Army, a three-way
interaction effect was found. For leaders with high emotional contagion, the positive
relationship between transformational leadership and subordinates’ job involvement
was stronger for subordinates’ with high (versus low) susceptibility. For leaders with
low emotional contagion, no such interaction was found. We discuss the implications
of these findings for future research in this area.

“Duty, Honor, Country. Those three hallowed words reverently dictate what you
ought to be, what you can be, what you will be,” is a quote from General Douglas
MacArthur. It is easy to feel General MacArthur’s enthusiasm and expectations for
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the soldiers in these words. A great leader can not only convey his or her thoughts
to soldiers, but also strong emotions. Because emotions can affect individuals’
job attitudes, decision making, and workplace behaviors, an increasing number of
studies have been trying to untangle the complex relationship between leadership
and emotions in the past two decades, such as leadership and emotional labor,
emotional intelligence, and abusive supervision and emotional exhaustion (e.g.,
Wu & Hu, 2009). Transformational leadership, which is one of the most popular
leadership styles, has been found to influence subordinates’ performance within
various contexts (Cole, Bedeian, & Feild, 2006), including the military (Bass,
Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003).

One line of transformational leadership research focuses on identifying how
emotion may encourage or inhibit individual attitudes, feelings, and behavior at
work (Cole et al., 2006). Some of the past studies focused on leaders’ ability
to affect others by transmitting emotions (i.e., emotional contagion). Individuals
with high emotional contagion inherently have better ability to express their emo-
tional states and may thus yield a great influence on others (Hatfield, Cacioppo, &
Rapson, 1994). However, the success of emotional contagion depends on not only
the abilities of transmitters, but also the susceptibilities of receivers. If soldiers
are not susceptible to emotion, could leaders successfully transmit their enthusi-
asm to soldiers? To gain better understanding of this question, we investigated
whether the relationship between leadership and job involvement would be mod-
erated by emotional contagion and emotional susceptibility. Before presenting
our main findings, we review relevant research and theory to contextualize the
hypotheses under investigation.

Transformational Leadership and Job Involvement

Bass (1985) proposed that leaders can enact two types of behaviors to influ-
ence subordinate actions, transformational leadership behaviors and transactional
leadership behaviors. Transformational leaders seek to increase the admiration,
respect, and trust of the followers by engaging in idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, and individualized consideration, as well as through intellectual stim-
ulation. Studies have shown that transformational leadership may affect leadership
efficiency and subordinates’ behavior. Bycio, Hackett, & Allen (1995) found that
transformational leadership had a significantly positive impact on subordinates’
work performance, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment, and a neg-
ative impact on willingness to leave the organization. Similar conclusions can
also be found in many other studies (Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 2011). In gen-
eral, it was demonstrated that transformational leadership has a positive influence
on plenty of organization-related variables and consequentially influences job
involvement.
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A number of studies have shown that subordinates’ job involvement is closely
related to their work performance (e.g., Keller, 1997; Lodahl & Kejner, 1965).
Lodahl and Kejner (1965) defined job involvement as the degree that one val-
ues or commits to his or her job. In other words, job involvement is a belief
about the importance of a job in one’s life, or the extent of one’s willingness to
devote oneself to the job (Robbins & Judge, 2011). Transformational leaders affect
subordinates by emphasizing the meaning of the job, and conveying an alluring
prosperous future to get subordinates to focus on their jobs (i.e., inspirational
motivation). Thus, transformational leadership is expected to have a positive influ-
ence on job involvement. In keeping with this research we proposed the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Leaders’ transformational leadership has a significant positive
relationship with subordinates’ job involvement.

The Moderating Effect of Leaders’ Emotional Contagion and
Subordinates’ Susceptibility

One reason why transformational leadership may contribute to work outcomes is
because it has an intense emotional component (Bass, 1985). A transformational
leader can affect his subordinates by way of emotional contagion. Emotional
contagion means that people are inclined to imitate another person’s facial expres-
sion, voices, gestures, and movements automatically, which leads to a process
of mutual emotional conversion (Hatfield et al., 1994). Emotional contagion is
an automatic process and can be used to explain how emotions are transferred
between people. Individuals inherently have the ability to express their emotional
states and to perceive the states of others. When people pay attention to oth-
ers, they tend to imitate other people’s emotional expressions continuously and
subconsciously synchronize their expressions in terms of faces, voices, and ges-
tures. Dimberg, Thunberg, and Elmehed (2000) found that people imitated the
ongoing emotional stimulus, even when they did not pay attention to the stim-
ulus. Therefore, due to the automatic process of emotional contagion, one can
understand and experience the emotions of others (Hatfield et al., 1994). Previous
empirical research has found that people’s emotional states are affected by oth-
ers. For example, Mullen and his colleagues (1986) studied the effects of the
facial and vocal expressions of three TV broadcasters on their audience. They
found that when the broadcasters appeared happier, their audience also tended to
be happier. For these reasons, we infer a similar contagious process to a lead-
ership context, indicating that subordinates can identify with and perceive their
leader’s emotional expressions, and that leaders can utilize their emotional behav-
ior and expressions to affect their subordinates. The main issue of the present
research is whether leaders’ emotional contagion ability (termed “leaders’ emo-
tional contagion”) and subordinates’ ability to perceive other people’s emotions
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(termed “subordinates’ susceptibility”) can regulate the relationship between
transformational leadership and job involvement.

According to Dasborough and Ashkanasy, transformational leaders should be
capable of detecting subordinates’ emotions, understanding their feelings, and,
most importantly, inspiring and arousing subordinates’ emotions. Conger and
Kanungo (1998) asserted that leaders who can arouse subordinates’ emotional
reactions are most likely to guide subordinates to achieve the expected out-
come. Therefore, transmitting emotions is one important way for transformational
leaders to affect subordinates. If leaders are skilled in emotional contagion,
their transformational leadership may have a strong impact on subordinates.
Transformational leaders with high emotion-transmitting ability may be more effi-
cient in making their subordinates generate a sense of the work’s meaning (i.e.,
job involvement) than leaders with low emotion-transmitting ability. So leaders’
emotional contagion ability may enhance or reduce the effect of transformational
leadership.

However, a leader’s success in transmitting his emotions to subordinates
depends on not only the leader’s emotional-transmitting ability, but also subordi-
nates’ emotional susceptibility to be affected by the process. Bakker and Schaufeli
(2000) showed that subjects who had a stronger susceptibility appeared to have
more emotional exhaustion when their partners transmitted emotional exhaus-
tion. Totterdell (2000) found that higher degrees of susceptibility were related to
stronger emotional contagion effects. Also, Johnson (2008) found an interaction
effect of leaders’ affect and follower susceptibility on followers’ affect at work.
When the follower susceptibility increased, the relationship between the leaders’
positive affect and followers’ positive affect was strengthened.

Accordingly, the effects of transformational leadership may be influenced by
both leaders’ emotional contagion ability and subordinates’ emotional suscepti-
bility. We thus propose our main hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: There is an interaction effect of transformational leadership,
leaders’ emotional contagion, and subordinates’ susceptibility on subor-
dinates’ job involvement. The interaction effect between transformational
leadership and subordinates’ susceptibility on subordinates’ job involve-
ment is lower when the leader’s emotional contagion is lower.

METHOD

Participants and Procedures

Two-hundred and ten participants were recruited from eight companies of
Taiwanese army, of which three to nine members in each squad were randomly
sampled. The participants were required to evaluate their squad leaders and their
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own states. Participants were all male with a mean age of 22.23 (SD = 1.86). Nine
percent of those surveyed had an elementary or a junior-high school diploma,
21 percent a high school diploma, 63.8 percent an undergraduate diploma, and
5.7 percent were postgraduates.

The researchers served as the survey administrators. A gift was offered to
each participant to increase their participating motivation. The questionnaires
were administered in the following order: transformational leadership scale,
subordinates’ susceptibility scale, social desirability scale, job involvement ques-
tionnaire, and a demographic profile. Throughout the administration, the privacy
and confidentiality of participants were ensured.

MEASURES

Transformational Leadership

Subjects were asked to evaluate their leaders’ transformational leadership using a
multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ-5X) that contained 20 items (Avolio,
Bass, & Jung, 1995). Four dimensions comprise this questionnaire: idealized
influence (e.g., “In my mind the person I am rating is a symbol of success
and accomplishment”), inspirational motivation (e.g., “The person I am rating
emphasizes the importance of having a collective sense of mission”), individual
consideration (e.g., “The person I am rating treats me as an individual rather than
just a member of the group”), and intellectual stimulation (e.g., “The person I am
rating shows how to look at problems from new angles”). Avolio and his col-
leagues (1995) demonstrated that the MLQ-5X possesses satisfactory convergent
and discriminant validity. Most researchers reduced the four dimensions into a
single factor, and the result was supported by several studies (Cota, Longman,
Holden, Fekken, & Xinairis, 1993). Thus, the total score was used in the current
study, with higher scores indicating greater levels of transformational leadership.
A six-point Likert scale (1, “strongly disagree”; 6, “strongly agree”) was adopted
and its Cronbach’s α was .95 in our study.

Leaders’ Emotional Contagion

An Affective Communication Test (ACT; Friedman, Prince, Riggio, & DiMatteo,
1980) was used to assess leaders’ emotional contagion. According to Friedman
et al. (1980), the ACT has satisfactory criterion-related validity, convergent valid-
ity, and discriminant validity. Higher scores represent a better ability in terms
of moving, encouraging, and attracting others, and more liveliness in terms of
emotional expressions. Because some items in the original questionnaire were
not suitable for a military situation, four original items were dropped and three
new items were constructed into the scale. Sample items include “It is easy for
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everyone to perceive the emotional fluctuations of my squad leader,” “My squad
leader expresses emotional states on the phone,” and “My squad leader is able
to give a seductive glance.” As a result, a total of 12 items was used to measure
leaders’ emotional contagion. A four-point Likert scale (1, “never or rarely”; 4,
“often or always”) was adopted and Cronbach’s α was .68 in this study.

Subordinates’ Susceptibility

Subordinates’ susceptibility was measured by an Emotional Contagion (EC) scale
(Doherty, 1997), representing the degrees to which one is easily affected by oth-
ers’ emotions. Doherty demonstrated that the EC possesses satisfactory construct
validity. However, three of the original items were eliminated, because these items
were used to measure susceptibility to love, which is not relevant to our research
purpose. As a result, a total of 12 items was used to measure subordinates’ sus-
ceptibility. Sample items include “I get teary eyes if someone I’m talking with
begins to cry,” “Being with a happy person picks me up when I’m feeling down,”
and “I clench my jaws and my shoulders get tight when I see the angry faces on
the news.” A four-point Likert scale (1, “never or rarely”; 4, “often or always”)
was adopted and Cronbach’s α was .83 in this study.

Job Involvement

Job involvement was measured with 10 items from Kanungo (1982), who used a
multitrait-multimethod matrix, which showed good convergent and discriminant
validity. Sample items were “I live, eat, and breathe my job,” and “Most of my
interests are centered around my job.” A seven-point Likert scale (1, “strongly
disagree”; 7, “strongly agree”) was adopted, and its Cronbach’s α was .87 in this
study.

Social Desirability

Originally, we tried to adopt social desirability as a control variable to prevent
common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003) by
using a 10-item scale developed by Strahan and Gerbasi (1972). However, the
latter analysis showed that social desirability did not correlate significantly with
any constructs and also did not influence the results; therefore, social desirability
was omitted from the analysis.

RESULTS

Structural equation modeling was used to examine the construct validity of the
studied variables. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were then used for
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testing Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2. To prevent the problem of colinearity,
transformational leadership, leaders’ emotional contagion, and subordinates’ sus-
ceptibility were centered for all regression analyses (Cohen, Cohen, West, &
Aiken, 2003). The approach suggested by Cohen et al. (2003) was used to plot
moderation figures.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) approach, we tested confirmatory fac-
tor analysis of the studied constructs. The four-factor model (transformational
leadership, leaders’ emotional contagion, subordinates’ susceptibility, and job
involvement) had acceptable model fit, χ2(1371, N = 210) = 2737.08, p = .00;
NNFI = .92; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .07; SRMR = .08. (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
Convergent validity was supported, as all factor loadings were significant at the
.05 level. We used one of the most common methods to test discriminant validity:
the confidence interval around the correlation between any two latent constructs
that does not include one, and the result met this standard, which indicates that
discriminant validity is achieved.

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, internal consistency estimates
(Cronbach’s α) and correlations among all variables. The correlation matrix cor-
roborated previous findings, suggesting that greater transformational leadership
is positively related to subordinates’ job involvement. Transformational leader-
ship (r = .25, p < .001), leaders’ emotional contagion (r =.20, p < .01), and
subordinates’ susceptibility (r = .21, p < .01) positively related to subordinates’
job involvement.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) suggestion, hierarchical regression analy-
sis was conducted for each hypothesis. To counter problems of multicollinearity,
all independent and moderating variables were centered before being entered in
the regression analysis. Also, the interaction terms were created before centering

TABLE 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations (n = 210)

Variables M SD α 1 2 3

1. Transformational leadership 4.18 .92 .95
2. Leaders’ emotional contagion 2.81 .42 .68 .41∗∗∗
3. Subordinates’ susceptibility 2.61 .51 .83 .17∗ .38∗∗∗
4. Job involvement 4.64 .85 .87 .25∗∗∗ .20∗∗ .21∗∗

∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.
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TABLE 2
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of the Interaction

Job Involvement

M1 M2 M3

Transformational leadership .20∗∗ .17∗ .09
Leaders’ emotional contagion .06 .09 .09
Subordinates’ susceptibility .15∗ .14 .07
(�R2) (.10)∗∗

Transformational∗ Contagion −.00 .00
Transformational∗ Susceptibility .09 .12
Contagion∗ Susceptibility −.13 −.14
(�R2) (.01)

Transformational∗Contagion ∗ Susceptibility .21∗
(�R2) (.03∗)

Total R2 .10 .11 .13
Adjusted R2 .08 .08 .10
F 7.21∗∗∗ 4.00∗∗∗ 4.45∗∗∗
Degrees of freedom (df1,df2) (3,206) (6,203) (7,202)

Note. Standardized β coefficients are reported.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

independent and moderating variables. As shown in Table 2, transformational
leadership accounted for significant variance in terms of job involvement (β =
.20, p < .01), indicating that subordinates were more involved in their jobs when
their leader’s transformational leadership was higher. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was
supported.

Testing the Interaction Effects

For moderation effects, each of the two-way interaction effects was nonsignificant.
However, the three-way interaction effect among transformational leadership,
leaders’ emotional contagion, and subordinates’ susceptibility on subordinates’
job involvement was significant (β = .21, p < .05). The pattern of this three-
way interaction effect is shown in Figures 1 and 2. Figure 1 shows that when
leaders’ emotional contagion was low, the relationship between transformational
leadership and job involvement was not moderated by subordinates’ suscepti-
bility. Figure 2 shows that when leaders’ emotional contagion was high, there
was a higher positive relationship between transformational leadership and sub-
ordinates’ job involvement for those subordinates with high susceptibility, as
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FIGURE 1 The interaction effect of transformational leadership and subordinates’ sus-
ceptibility within lower leaders’ emotional contagion group. Note. SS = Subordinates’
Susceptibility.
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FIGURE 2 The interaction effect of transformational leadership and subordinates’ sus-
ceptibility within higher leaders’ emotional contagion group. Note. SS = Subordinates’
Susceptibility.

compared to those with low susceptibility. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was fully sup-
ported. In summary, only when leaders have a good ability to transmit emotions
and subordinates have a good ability to receive emotions can transformational
leaders have a better influence on subordinates’ job involvement.
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DISCUSSION

In sum, our main findings indicate that (1) transformational leadership had a pos-
itive influence on subordinates’ job involvement; and that (2) the influence of
transformational leadership on subordinates’ job involvement was moderated by
leaders’ emotional contagion and subordinates’ susceptibility.

The current results correspond to previous results stating that transformational
leadership has a positive influence on subordinates’ efficiency (Bass et al.,
2003), such as job involvement. Transformational leaders may increase the job’s
meaning for their subordinates through methods such as idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and intellectual stimula-
tion (Bass, 1985). Therefore, it is not surprising to find a positive influence of
transformational leadership on job involvement.

Results show that all the two-way interactions were not significant, which
means that neither leaders’ emotional contagion nor subordinates’ susceptibility
moderate transformational leadership independently. One plausible explanation
for this insignificant result is that the leaders’ ability to transmit emotions and
subordinates’ ability to perceive emotions should be considered at the same time
(i.e., the three-way interaction effect found in our study). Only when leaders have
high emotional contagion ability and subordinates have high susceptibility to emo-
tions can transformational leadership show a great influence on subordinates’ job
involvement.

Transformational leaders rely on arousing emotions to motivate their subor-
dinates. They arouse a strong sense of self-identification and exciting emotions
in subordinates, and communicate with them through emotions in order to bring
out the subordinates’ responses (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000). Thus, the leaders can
induce positive thinking of subordinates, and this enhances their identification
with the job. Subordinates can perform better than expectations and have posi-
tive emotions (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000) when they are supported by their leaders
(Bass, 1985). In short, research has shown that transformational leaders can influ-
ence positive emotions, attitudes, and behavior of subordinates and then improve
their work performance. This is consistent with our findings.

Why is job involvement influenced by transformational leadership simulta-
neously moderated by leaders’ emotional contagion and subordinates’ suscep-
tibility? We suppose that this could be explained by the attribution process.
Research in social psychology has found that individual attribution is greatly
affected by emotions. The classic research of Dutton and Aron (1974) found
that when subjects walked across a dangerous bridge, it caused a physiologically
aroused state that was good enough to make the subjects feel in love with some-
one of the opposite sex. This is because people need to attribute their physical
arousal to something. Some researchers have found that the emotions trans-
mitted by transformational leaders were usually positive and optimistic (Bono,
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Foldes, Vinson, & Muros, 2007). Thus subordinates with higher susceptibil-
ity (i.e., those easily aroused by emotions) can receive more positive emotions
from transformational leaders. Therefore, subordinates with a higher susceptibil-
ity tend to attribute their positive emotions to external effects more often, while
a transformational leader with a high emotion-transmitting ability could be the
external effect the emotion is attributed to. This process may cause a moderation
effect between leaders’ emotional contagion and subordinates’ susceptibility in
terms of the relationship between transformational leadership and subordinates’
job involvement.

From the perspective of the self-perception theory (Bem, 1972), one should
observe his or her own behavior and context to infer his or her emotional
state. Thus, not only personal characteristics (e.g., subordinates’ susceptibility),
but also other environmental clues (e.g., leaders’ emotional contagion) need to
be taken into consideration to infer one’s own emotional state. Leaders’ emo-
tional contagion and subordinates’ susceptibility should be taken into account
to enhance the predictive effect of transformational leadership on subordinates’
job involvement. Also, the rationales behind the self-perception theory may
explain why a three-way interaction, rather than two-way interactions, was
supported.

Transformational leadership encompasses charismatic behaviors and inspi-
rational communication (Bass, 1985); thus it worthy of concern whether
transformational leadership and emotional contagion are distinct constructs. The
present study showed that transformational leadership and leaders’ emotional
contagion correlated significantly (r = .41); however, this correlation of r =
.41 indicated only a 16% overlapping between transformational leadership and
leaders’ emotional contagion (R2 = .16), which indicated that these two con-
structs may be distinct. The confirmatory factor analysis also indicated acceptable
discriminant validity between transformational leadership and leaders’ emotional
contagion. The model treating transformational leadership and leaders’ emotional
contagion as distinct constructs had acceptable model fit, χ2(1371, N = 210) =
2737.08, p = .00; NNFI = .92; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .07; SRMR = .08. This
is in concordance with past research. For example, Connelly and Ruark (2010)
found that a leader’s high activating emotions did not always result in more per-
ceptions of transformational leadership, and vice versa. Thus, transformational
leadership and leaders’ emotional contagion may be related but distinct
constructs.

Limitations and Future Research Direction

Some limitations of this study should be noted. First, all variables were collected
from the subordinates so that there was some concern over common method vari-
ance. Nevertheless, the confirmatory factor analysis displayed an acceptable level
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of discriminant validity. Moreover, in order to ensure this research result is not
affected by common method variance, we adopted two methods to deal with or
detect the extent of this possible variance: (1) Social desirability was used as a
control variable (Podsakoff et al., 2003) to reduce common method variance, and
the analyses showed that all the results remain the same even when controlling the
social desirability; and (2) Harman’s one-factor test is used to detect the extent of
common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The procedure is that all of the
variables in a study are loaded into an exploratory factor analysis, and the unro-
tated factor solution is examined to assess the extent to which method biases may
be a problem. If a single factor will emerge from the factor analysis or one general
factor will account for the majority of the covariance among the measures, a sub-
stantial amount of common method variance is present. According to the above
procedure, the research variables (transformational leadership, leaders’ emotional
contagion, subordinates’ susceptibility, and job involvement) are all loaded into an
exploratory factor analysis. The analysis result showed that more than one factor
emerges, and the variance of the first factor is 23.41%, which is less than half the
total explained variance (68.66%). From the above analyses, the common method
variance might not be a serious problem.

Second, the current study used only male subjects, so we cannot overgeneralize
the results, nor say much about possible gender difference in our finding. There
is contradictory evidence showing that gender difference may account for (e.g.,
Lundqvist & Dimberg, 1995) or not account for (e.g., Doherty, Orimoto, Singelis,
Hatfield, & Hebb, 1995) emotional contagion effects. Further research on this
issue may provide interesting insights about how our findings can be generalized
to different populations.

Implications

Several theoretical and practical implications can be drawn from the current
findings. Theoretically, this research contributes to the increasing studies on the
role of emotional contagion in transformational leadership by examining the
moderating effect of leader emotional contagion ability and subordinates’ sus-
ceptibility to emotions. Besides, the result of this research is in accordance with
affective events theory (AET, Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996); the leader behav-
ior is itself an affective event, and personal disposition would interact with
the event, which eventually influences subordinates’ response, attitudes, and
performance.

Practically, this research examines not only the role of leader emotional
contagion ability on subordinates’ job involvement, but also highlights the role of
subordinates’ emotional susceptibility in job involvement. This issue is especially
important for organizations whose leadership style stresses emotional transmit-
ting, such as the military. Though the conventional training areas in the military
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are tight, people nowadays are more willing to understand how to be a good leader
as it relates to leader effectiveness. We recommend building up a planned system
to train the incumbent and possible leaders in the future about what is effec-
tive leadership (i.e., transformational leadership), and how to employ relevant
emotions, thoughts, and behavior to influence subordinates in the military.

Further, subordinates who are more susceptible to emotions might be more sus-
ceptible to the effects of transformational leaders and their emotional contagion
ability. Subordinates’ susceptibility can be improved by the training process of
experiential methods, which include case studies, business games, simulations,
role playing, and behavior modeling. These training methods are commonly used
in organizations in order to develop employees’ sensitivity, better understand oth-
ers’ feelings, and refine problem-solving skills, as well as improve interpersonal
skills (Werner & DeSimone, 2009).

CONCLUSION

Emotional issues have drawn much attention in organizational psychology, espe-
cially reflected in the development of leadership theories in recent years. The
major contribution of the current study is to identify the roles of leaders’ emo-
tional contagion and subordinates’ susceptibility on the leadership process. To our
best knowledge, this may be the first study to explore this issue. How emotional
contagion may affect leadership efficiency is an important and timely issue that
requires further investigation.
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