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ABSTRACT: This field study examines the joint effect of leaders’ and followers’ different 
cognitive characteristics (i.e., defensive pessimism) on followers’ isolation. We examine 
the interplay between leaders’ defensive pessimism and followers’ defensive pessimism in 
fostering perceptions of followers’ isolation. Data from 291 working professionals are ana-
lyzed following a series of hierarchical linear modeling and polynomial regression analy-
ses. Polynomial regression analysis indicates that when both leaders and followers are in 
agreement in their defensive pessimism, the level of followers’ perceived isolation is lower 
than when leaders’ and followers’ defensive pessimism deviate from each other (i.e., high-
low and low-high leader-follower defensive pessimism). However, when followers’ defensive 
pessimism is higher than leaders’ defensive pessimism, followers’ perceived isolation also 
is higher. By suggesting that followers’ perception of leaders’ defensive pessimism may be 
more complex than previously recognized, we conclude that studies of leadership need to 
develop a much deeper understanding of leader-follower congruence in cognitive styles in 
order to decrease followers’ isolation in the workplace. 
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The “Don’t worry, be happy” message does not help everyone equally; on the contrary, 
forcing some people to think positively or to calm down, or even encouraging them, will 
make them perform worse. Norem & Cantor (1986a) defined defensive pessimism as a 
coping strategy which results in setting unrealistically low expectations for an upcoming 
event in an attempt to harness anxiety so that performance is not weakened or damaged. 
However, defensive pessimism does not undermine performance as a result of this negative 
approach (Norem & Cantor, 1986a). When followers’ expectations are not congruent 
with leaders’ behavior, followers tend to evaluate them negatively. Consequently, a lack 
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of mutual understanding and empowerment (Wong & Giessner, 2018), will result in 
increased perceived followers’ isolation. Perceived isolation is defined by loneliness and a 
perceived lack of social support (Cornwell & Waite, 2009). In this study we conceptualize 
perceived isolation as a psychological construct that describes followers’ perceptions of 
isolation from the leader and co-workers. Previous research has linked isolation with 
higher morbidity and mortality (Berkman et al., 2000; Brummett et al., 2001; Uchino, 
Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser 1996), depression (Heikkinen & Kauppinen 2004), cognitive 
decline (Barnes et al., 2004), and feelings of loneliness (Dean et al., 1992; Hawkley et al., 
2006; Kraus et al., 1993; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). Similarly, followers’ perceived workplace 
isolation leads to reduced organizational identification (Kirkman et al., 2002; Wiesenfeld, 
Raghuram, & Garud, 2001) and consequently to reduced identification with the leader. 

However, the question arises as to whether leader-follower defensive pessimism (in)
congruence interacts with followers’ perceived isolation, and what impact a leader’s 
defensive pessimism has on followers’ perceived isolation. According to implicit 
leadership theory (ILT), leaders can act as role models (Lord, Foti, & De Vader, 1984), 
therefore by default followers’ defensive pessimism and perceived isolation are dependent 
on leaders’ characteristics (i.e., defensive pessimism). Implicit leadership theory states 
that individuals emerge as leaders to the extent that they fit observers’ predetermined 
prototypes of the characteristics that leaders are supposed to have (Lord & Maher, 1991).

People are perceived as leaders based on the perceived congruence of their actual 
characteristics and the prototype (i.e., schema) of a preconceived leader category (Rush 
& Russell, 1988).  Moreover, leadership by definition implies that a leader influences 
one or more followers (Yukl, 2012), and leader characteristics may be a key issue in 
understanding how leaders influence followers and why leaders with equal skills and 
competences sometimes succeed and sometimes fail (George & Bettenhausen, 1990). 
Theories of leadership emergence, such as implicit leadership theory (Lord & Maher, 
1991), address this phenomenon. ILT is a process formed early in life and influenced by 
interactions with previous leaders, role models (e.g., parents), or other authority figures 
(Keller, 2003; Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 2010).  

This study explores the joint effect of leader and follower defensive pessimism in fostering 
perceptions of followers’ isolation based on their (in)congruence of different cognitive 
styles. Drawing upon the literature on cognitive styles (i.e., defensive pessimism) and on 
research on dyadic interaction (Norem & Illingworth, 1993; Sanna, 1996; Spencer & Norem, 
1996), we examine the effects of (in)congruence in leader-follower defensive pessimism in 
fostering perceptions of followers’ isolation. Research has shown that regardless of their 
own outlook on life, most individuals would prefer to engage in a relationship with an 
optimist rather than with a pessimist (Dicke, 1998). However, one of the domains which 
remains unclear is the nature of interaction in leader-follower relationships with regard 
to their cognitive styles (i.e., defensive pessimism) and its impact on followers’ perceived 
isolation. Therefore this study investigates the role of leader-follower cognitive style (i.e., 
defensive pessimism) in dyadic relationships and its influence on followers’ perceived 
isolation as an outcome. 
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By hypothesizing and testing these relationships, we make three important contributions. 
First, we contribute to the literature on cognitive styles by conceptualizing and showing 
the need for leaders to be congruent with followers in their cognitive styles in order to 
decrease followers’ perceived isolation. Followers are often neglected in the leadership 
research.  However, this study includes leaders’ and followers’ cognitive styles in the model 
by acknowledging various outcomes that may occur (i.e., when a leader is either higher or 
lower in defensive pessimism than a follower). Therefore we contribute to understanding 
the complex effects that may result from (in)congruence in leader-follower cognitive 
styles, and particularly its influence on followers’ perceived isolation. 

Second, we build on the idea of a too-much-of-a-good-thing effect (Grant & Schwartz, 
2011), which suggests that having too much of a characteristic (i.e., defensive pessimism) 
in a leader-follower relationship is not necessarily a good thing. While pessimism has 
been associated with lower levels of performance (Bandura, 1982), defensive pessimists’ 
negative outlook can also be linked with several positive outcomes (Norem & Cantor, 1986a, 
1986b). Considering potential negative outcomes of performance, defensive pessimism 
acts as a strategy for self-motivation, whereby defensive pessimists’ low expectations act 
as self-protection by limiting the negative effects of anxiety and stress (Norem & Cantor, 
1986b). It has been shown that defensive pessimism does not necessarily lead to negative 
outcomes and that its effects on performance depend on defensive pessimists’ negative 
approach (Norem & Cantor, 1986a; Norem & Cantor, 1986b; Norem & Illingworth, 1993; 
Sanna, 1996). However, thus far, no attention has been paid to understanding why having 
the wrong dyadic relationship between leaders and followers can foster followers’ perceived 
isolation. By explaining specific mechanisms of this interaction based on characteristics 
of the leader-follower relationship founded in their cognitive styles, we contribute to the 
theory and research on leader-follower relationship fit. 

Marshall, Michaels, & Mulki (2007) showed that employees can develop isolation 
perceptions in a traditional office in which they are in proximity to their leader and other 
co-workers if the leader and co-workers are not able to provide work support that the 
follower needs. Even though professional isolation has been identified in the telework 
literature as a potential threat to the effectiveness of virtual work settings (Cooper 
& Kurland, 2002; Kurland & Egan, 1999), there is a call for considering theoretical 
and empirical frameworks of leader distance (Antonakis & Atwater, 2002) and thus of 
followers’ perceived isolation in both traditional and virtual work-based settings. Building 
on previous findings, our third contribution is to investigate the role of leader-follower 
(in)congruence in cognitive styles in fostering followers’ perceived isolation. By doing so, 
this research also contributes the theoretical mechanisms for perceived isolation theory 
development.

2.	 THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Leadership is an individual and group process. Leaders and followers mutually influence 
each other’s perceptions and behavior (Humphrey, 2002). Implicit leadership theory has 
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been defined as a cognitive structure (prototypes) identifying the characteristics that 
depict a leader (Lord, Foti, & De Vader, 1984; Lord & Maher, 1991). These schemas are 
formed early on in life and influenced by prior experiences, socialization processes, and 
role models such as parents (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Keller, 2003; Kenney, Schwartz-
Kenney, & Blascovich, 1996). ILT also can be formed as a result of followers’ previous 
experiences with the leader, i.e., expectations of the leader (Shondrick et al., 2010) by 
creating self-perceptions of current leadership. Hall and Lord (1995) stated that self-
interpretation is crucial when indicating a leadership sense-making function. In other 
words, in order to understand how individuals view others, we need to understand how 
individuals perceive self and others at the same time. 

Implicit leadership theory strives to explain personal characteristics and attributes that 
followers expect from their leaders (Ling, Chia, & Fang, 2000); therefore it might be the 
case that followers will prefer leaders who match their own self-perceived characteristics 
and attributes. Additionally, implicit leadership theory helps us to understand whether 
and under what conditions individuals are willing to follow a leader (Uhl-Bien et al., 
2014). Those schemas that are built of followers’ beliefs about leadership behavior will give 
the attributions to the leader and create an evaluation such as a good or bad leader (Uhl-
Bien et al., 2014). Moreover, even when little or ambiguous information is provided about 
the leader’s behavior, followers match the leader’s behavior to preexisting leader categories 
or prototypes they hold in memory (Eden & Leviathan, 1975; Lord, 1985). On the other 
hand, incongruence between followers’ prototype and the actual leader’s characteristics 
will result in followers’ low satisfaction or/and higher rates of turnover (Engle & Lord, 
1997; Hunt, Boal, & Sorenson, 1990). Reis, Collins, & Berscheid (2000) suggested that 
individuals prefer to socialize with similar others (e.g., personality dimensions). Similarly, 
the cognition about another person has an important influence on the nature and 
development of a relationship between individuals (Reis et al., 2000). Because defensive 
pessimism stems from the “doing” side of the personality (Cantor, 1990), in this study we 
controlled for conscientiousness and agreeableness, defined as being on the “having” side 
of the personality. However, we assume that individuals (i.e., leaders and followers) will 
prefer to socialize with like-minded others (i.e., similar levels of defensive pessimism), 
although under specific conditions (i.e., followers’ isolation) this relationship may be 
changed. In other words, we state that under high followers’ perceived isolation, in order 
to decrease followers’ isolation the relationship will require leaders who maintain a more 
open and positive attitude toward future expectations.

Defensive pessimism refers to a cognitive strategy in which one sets unrealistically low 
expectations for future performance even if one has done well in similar situations in 
the past (Norem & Cantor, 1986b). Most individuals who are followers of the positive-
thinking doctrine regard pessimism as a fault, which usually comes with attributes such as 
giving up easily, fear, no hope, disappointment, self-pity, regrets, and doubt in everything 
(Aspinwall & Richter, 1999; Landier & Thesmar, 2009; Scheier, Weintraub, & Carver, 1986; 
Seligman, 2011). However, defensive pessimism differs from optimism, and thus from 
pessimism, by its connection to a goal, domain specificity, and temporal frame (Carver 
& Scheier, 2001). Therefore, unlike “simple pessimism,” defensive pessimism is defined 
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as “good pessimism” in which a negative outlook is associated with good outcomes 
(Norem & Cantor, 1986a, 1986b; Showers, 1986). Consistently, the strategy works as a 
motivator while increasing effort in order to avoid negative outcomes, and it serves as 
self-protective function in order to keep anxiety under control (Norem & Cantor, 1986a; 
Showers & Cantor, 1984). Therefore defensive pessimism is recognized as a mindset with 
advantages used in everyday situations by many of us. Still, in real-life situations, people 
prefer optimism to pessimism, assuming that by default optimism comes with friendliness 
and social warmth, whereas pessimism is most often linked to depression. But that is not 
necessarily so. Defensive pessimists are prone to be cautious, with a strong urge to prepare 
for the worst even though they were successful in similar situations before. Moreover, 
defensive pessimists tend to be persistent in preparing for an upcoming event and working 
through all challenges, which eventually leads to successful outcomes (Lei & Duan, 2016). 
Similarly, defensive pessimists have been linked to a desire for success and a fear of failure 
(Norem & Cantor, 1986a), as well as to goal conflict, greater stress, and anxiety (Norem, 
2008).  

However, too much of a coping strategy such as defensive optimism (Scheier, Weintraub, & 
Carver, 1986) and defensive pessimism (Norem & Illingworth, 1993; Sanna, 1996) does not 
necessarily mean that employees will maintain their happiness in the long run. Followers 
can develop isolation perception in a traditional office where they are in proximity to 
their leader and other co-workers if their leader and co-workers are not able to provide 
the work support that the followers may need (Marshall, Michaels, & Mulki, 2007). 
Perceived isolation is a state of mind or belief that one is out of touch with the leader and 
co-workers in the workplace (Diekema, 1992). Mulki et al. (2008) argued that perceptions 
of workplace isolation negatively affect trust in leaders and co-workers. Nonetheless, 
a feeling of belonging to a group or having a good connection with the leader reduces 
anxiety, contributes to performance, and enables followers to reach goals that otherwise 
would have been very difficult or impossible to attain (Beehr et al., 2000; Jex & Thomas, 
2003). Furthermore, Jones et al. (2005) stated that availability of supervisory and team 
support is critical to successful performance. Professional isolation has been recognized in 
a wide variety of disciplines, including economics (Edwards, 1979), psychology (Rousseau, 
1995), and communication science (Sproull & Kiesler, 1991), but research has not focused 
on its interplay with other states of mind such as defensive pessimism. 

Napier & Ferris (1993) stated that isolation includes perceptual congruence (i.e., 
mutual understanding) and latitude (i.e., the degree of follower empowerment). In 
addition, they argued that less isolation leads to higher performance and lower follower 
turnover. Similarly, from the followers’ perspective, leader and team presence makes the 
relationship more natural and intimate, which also improves the identification effect with 
leader and organization. Therefore, building on implicit leadership theory, we argue that 
when followers have a similar cognitive style as do leaders, followers’ perceived isolation 
will be lower and thus more in balance with the leader. This is because followers will 
perceive leaders as closer and more likable, because they share similar values, beliefs and 
attitudes. Furthermore, when followers’ have similar expectations as their leader (team), 
the followers’ perception of isolation from the leader and the team becomes lower, and 
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identification with their leader becomes higher (Challagalla, Shervani, & Huber, 2000; 
Wiesenfeld, Raghuram, & Garud, 2001). In the case of discrepancy in leader-follower 
shared perceptions of values, beliefs, and attitudes, the perceived isolation will be higher. 
We thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Perceived isolation is higher when leaders’ and followers’ defensive pessimism 
deviate from each other (i.e., high-low and low-high leader-follower defensive pessimism) 
than when they are in agreement.

The idea of an inverted-U curve (Grant & Schwartz, 2011) suggests that having too much or 
too little of characteristics, virtues, or strengths is not necessarily a good thing. J.D. Brown 
& Marshall (2001) explained that high levels of optimism lead to underestimation of risks 
and thus to poor preparation and therefore poor performance. The alternative to optimism 
is pessimism, and thus the same logic of the inverted-U curve can be applied to pessimism 
as well. Similarly, high conscientiousness is positively related to job performance (Barrick 
& Mount, 1991; Hurtz & Donovan, 2000), whereas after some point conscientiousness 
may no longer be helpful to task performance but may make individuals rigid, inflexible, 
and non-productive compulsive perfectionists (Le et al., 2011). Furthermore, emotional 
stability indicates the extent to which people are calm, steady under pressure, and less 
likely to experience negative emotional states, including anxiety, depression, and anger 
(Costa & McCrae, 1992). 

However, Le et al. (2011) suggested that emotional stability is likely to be curvilinearly 
related to task performance. Similarly, defensive pessimism is a cognitive strategy that 
helps people to manage their anxiety (Norem, 2008) and eventually helps them to achieve 
their goals. Defensive pessimists report high levels of anxiety and neuroticism, they often 
report more negative moods, and they have negative expectations of future tasks/situations 
(Cantor et al., 1987; Norem, 2001; Norem & Cantor, 1986a; Norem & Illingworth, 1993; 
Sanna, 1996). On the other hand, individuals who use strategic optimism do not like to 
reflect on upcoming events; they have high expectations for their performance (Spencer 
& Norem, 1996). Those individuals are self-confident that they will be able to repeat their 
past success and therefore they do not feel anxious (Spencer & Norem, 1996). However, as 
with other psychological processes (i.e., conscientiousness, emotional stability, optimism, 
etc.), having too much defensive pessimism could put it in “overdrive,” leading to negative 
consequences. 

Markus, Smith, & Moreland (1985) argued that people usually use the same categories 
when describing others and themselves. Furthermore, Schneider & Blankmeyer (1983) 
stated that an individual who forms a self-schema for leadership is prone to interpret 
actions of others (i.e., leader) in terms of their own. Similarly, “the effects of congruence 
in implicit theories should be greater for perceivers who are schematic with respect to 
an implicit theory” (Engle & Lord, 1997). Thus, leadership depends on both leader and 
follower (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Hollander & Offermann, 1990), and a follower’s self-
concept is an important predictor of the followers’ behavior and perception of the leader 
(Lord, Brown, & Freiberg, 1999). Moreover, how followers’ perceive leaders becomes even 
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more important because leadership has been associated with organizationally relevant 
outcomes such as follower attitudes, performance, or motivation (Kelloway et al., 2012). 
Avey, Avolio, & Luthans (2011) showed that when leaders demonstrated the features 
of psychological capital (i.e., hope, optimism, resilience, and self-esteem), follower 
positivity and performance were enhanced. Similarly, leader and follower positivity 
resulted in followers reporting more trust in leaders (Norman, Avolio, & Luthans, 2010). 
Subsequently, individuals that demonstrate positive energy are more successful (Cross, 
Baker, & Parker, 2003), and attributes such as self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resiliency 
are better predictors of individual motivation and commitment at work than is job 
satisfaction (Luthans & Youssef, 2007; Luthans & Jensen, 2005). In the same vein, we argue 
that followers who are able to experience more joy, a positive attitude toward future, and 
less stress and anxiety will also feel less isolated and more identified with their leader 
(team). 

Schaefer & Moos (1998) stated that social support (i.e., support from the leader and co-
workers) may be a precondition of personal growth because of its influence on coping 
behavior and encouraging successful adaptation to life crises. Looking for social support 
improves social resources by fostering understanding between people and reducing the 
individual’s feelings of isolation and loneliness (Prati & Pietrantoni, 2009). It has been 
found that optimism predicts several aspects of subjective well-being, such as that 
optimism is negatively related to depression (Vickers & Vogeltanz, 2000), positively linked 
to self-esteem (Chang & Sanna, 2001), and is a more effective way of using problem-
focused coping strategies and emotional regulation (Taylor & Armor, 1996). 

Social support is also connected to well-being, depression, and physical and psychological 
functioning through certain cognitive mechanisms and coping strategies (Kahn, Hessling, 
& Russell, 2003; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Davis & Swan, 1999). Furthermore, it has been 
found that a higher level of optimism resulted in less stress and depression when mediated 
with social support (Brissette, Scheier, & Carver, 2002). In addition, optimism partially 
mediated the relationship between self-efficacy and perceived social support of well-
being (Karademas, 2006). Similarly, social support was linked to high self-esteem, which 
resulted in increased optimism and was associated with decreased depression (Symister 
& Friend, 2003). Based on that, one could say that compared with a pessimistic outlook, 
an optimistic outlook may result in “less painful” perceived isolation grounded in a more-
efficient problem-focused coping strategy, an effective means of emotional regulation, and 
higher self-esteem. However, professionally isolated workers tend to be less self-confident, 
which can undermine their job performance. Similarly, isolated workers are prone to 
anxiety (Baumeister & Tice, 1990) and loneliness (Jones, 1990), and tend to experience 
psychological or physical health problems (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006; Schneider, Hitlan, 
& Radhakrishnan, 2000). 

Therefore, building on implicit leadership theory, this study assumes that followers’ 
perceived isolation will be highest when a leader’s defensive pessimism is lower than the 
followers’ defensive pessimism. Accordingly, because of high levels of anxiety, stress, and 
nervousness (i.e., high level of defensive pessimism), followers’ will feel less joy and pleasure 
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at their work place, which will increase their perceived isolation. The reason might be 
that less-pessimistic people maintain a greater level of confidence; show more persistence 
when faced different life challenges; and feel less stressful, anxious, and nervous than do 
pessimists, who tend to be doubtful and hesitant. Furthermore, less-pessimistic people 
have better social connections and thus larger social networks, tend to solve problems 
cooperatively, and are more likely to seek help in difficult situations. Optimists are also 
easier to approach, and in general are more likable, as well. Therefore, based on implicit 
leadership theory, we argue that high follower defensive pessimism interacts with leaders’ 
positivity, which will lead to lower levels of followers’ perceived isolation. This leads to our 
next hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Perceived isolation is higher when the leader-follower defensive pessimism 
discrepancy is such that follower defensive pessimism is higher than leader defensive 
pessimism than vice versa.

The conceptual 2x2 matrix of different conditions representing leader-follower defensive 
pessimism (in)congruence in fostering followers’ perceived isolation, which overviews 
our hypotheses and expected outcomes of (in)congrence in leader-follower defensive 
pessimism is portrayed in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Followers' perceived isolation in different leader-follower defensive pessimism 
conditions

We conducted a field study to test our hypotheses. The field study examined the direct 
effect of dyadic leader-follower defensive pessimism (in)congruence on followers’ 
perceived isolation, testing Hypotheses 1 and 2. Figure 2 presents our conceptual model.
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Figure 2: The conceptual model

3.	 METHOD

3.1. Sample 

A field study was conducted via an online survey among working professionals, in 
accordance with the suggestions recommended by Wong et al. (2008). The mandatory 
requirement was that participants were employed. The online survey was completed by 
291 employed professionals; 65% of respondents were female and approximately 45% 
were younger than 35 years old. The majority of participants had acquired a master’s level 
degree (44.4%) and most of them were from the U.S. (21.4%), Slovenia (19.1%), Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (10.6%), the UK (6.4%), and Australia (4.8%). Their main fields of 
employment were education (34%), finance (17.2%), the service industry (12.4%), health 
care (10%), and government (9.3%).

3.2. Measures

Five-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”) 
were used in this study.

Follower’s defensive pessimism. The defensive pessimism scale was adapted for the 
purposes of this study, where we used a seven-item scale from the Defensive Pessimism 
Questionnaire – DPQ (Norem, 2001). The DPQ contains several items designed to 
index the thinking process, as well as items designed to measure pessimism. A sample 
item would be “I go into these situations expecting the worst, even though I know I will 
probably do OK.” (α = 0.40).

Leader’s defensive pessimism. Similarly to how follower defensive pessimism was 
assessed, the Defensive Pessimism Questionnaire – DPQ (Norem, 2001) scale was used. 
Because we wanted to assess how followers perceive their leaders, in the leader domain 

 
We conducted a field study to test our hypotheses. The field study examined the direct 

effect of dyadic leader-follower defensive pessimism (in)congruence on followers’ perceived 
isolation, testing Hypotheses 1 and 2. Figure 2 presents our conceptual model. 

 
 

Figure 2: The conceptual model 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
3. METHOD 

 
3.1. Sample  
 
A field study was conducted via an online survey among working professionals, in 
accordance with the suggestions recommended by Wong et al. (2008). The mandatory 
requirement was that participants were employed. The online survey was completed by 291 
employed professionals; 65% of respondents were female and approximately 45% were 
younger than 35 years old. The majority of participants had acquired a master’s level degree 
(44.4%) and most of them were from the U.S. (21.4%), Slovenia (19.1%), Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (10.6%), the UK (6.4%), and Australia (4.8%). Their main fields of employment 
were education (34%), finance (17.2%), the service industry (12.4%), health care (10%), and 
government (9.3%). 
 
 
 
3.2. Measures 
 
Five-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”) 
were used in this study. 

Follower’s defensive pessimism. The defensive pessimism scale was adapted for the 
purposes of this study, where we used a seven-item scale from the Defensive Pessimism 
Questionnaire – DPQ (Norem, 2001). The DPQ contains several items designed to index the 
thinking process, as well as items designed to measure pessimism. A sample item would be “I 

Leader's 
Defensive 
Pessimism 

Follower's 
Perceived 
Isolation 

Follower's 
Defensive 
Pessimism 

H1/H2 



138 ECONOMIC AND BUSINESS REVIEW  |  VOL. 20  |  No. 1  |  2018

the scale was adapted such that a sample item would be “He/she goes into these situations 
expecting the worst, even though he/she knows he/she will probably do OK.” (α = 0.43).

Follower’s perceived isolation. The sense of being isolated was elicited by a three-item 
scale (Connaughton & Daly, 2004). Sample items are “I often feel disconnected from what 
is happening on my team or in my firm” and “Despite the fact that my leader and I are co-
located I often feel isolated.” (α = 0.84).

Control variables. We controlled for age, gender, employee education, and work 
domain. These control variables were reported by the employees. We also controlled for 
agreeableness and conscientiousness (i.e., Big Five personality traits), which have been 
indicated to have a strong positive relationship with optimism (Sharpe, Martin, & Roth, 
2011). We used the Ten-Item Personality Inventory – (TIPI) scale developed by Gosling, 
Rentfrow, & Swann 2003, α agreeableness = 0.40; α conscientiousness = 0.50).

3.3. Data Collection Procedure

An online questionnaire of working professionals was conducted from March to 
May 2016. Participants were recruited via posts on social networking websites such as 
Facebook and LinkedIn. Potential participants also were targeted through various groups 
(e.g., Happiness at Work, Business Psychology at Work, Employee Engagement, Cognitive 
Neuroscience) and via personal contacts. The participants were notified that the aim of the 
research was to explore the dynamics that employees perceive at their work. After agreeing 
to participate, participants were directed to survey website. The survey took approximately 
10 minutes on average to answer.

3.4. Data Analysis

Polynomial regression analysis with response surface modelling was applied to test the (in)
congruence hypotheses (Edwards & Parry, 1993; Jansen & Kristof-Brown, 2005; Shanock 
et al., 2010).3 We centered all the scales before running the analyses, which reduces 
multicollinearity between the component measures (i.e., leader and follower defensive 
pessimism) and their associated higher-order terms (Aiken & West, 1991).

Hypothesis 1 predicted that the perceived isolation is higher when leaders’ and followers’ 
defensive pessimism deviate from each other (i.e., high-low and low-high leader-follower 
defensive pessimism) than when they are in agreement. This hypothesis suggests that the 
linear slope, which is given by a3 = b1 – b2, of the surface along the incongruence line 
(X = −Y) should be significant and positive. Hypothesis 2 predicted that the perceived 
isolation is higher when follower defensive pessimism is higher than leader defensive 

3 A simple regression model examining a predictive role of followers’ defensive pessimism indicated that this 
construct was positively related to followers’ perceived isolation (β = 0.342, p < 0.05).
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pessimism than vice versa. This hypothesis will be supported if the curvilinear slope on 
the incongruence line (X = −Y) given by a4 = b3 – b4 + b5 – where b3 is the β for follower-
ratings squared, b4 is the β for the cross-product of follower and leader ratings, and b5 is 
the β for leader-ratings squared – is significant and positive. 

4. RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, and correlations) of 
all variables used in the study. We observed the factor structure of the focal variables using 

confirmatory factor analysis procedures in AMOS software version 21. The expected 
three-factor solution (follower’s defensive pessimism, leader’s defensive pessimism, 
perceived isolation) displayed a good fit with the data [chi-square (86) = 187,976, CFI = 
0.929, SRMR = 0.074, RMSEA = 0.064].4 

Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations a, b, c

Variable Mean SD Alpha 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Age 3.512 0.7850 n.a. -

2 Gender 1.656 0.4757 n.a. −0.026 -

3 Education 2.804 0.7962 n.a. 0.178** −0.042 -

4 Dyadic tenure 1.725 0.9720 n.a. 0.271** 0.071 0.042 -

5 Agreeableness 3.517 0.7755 0.40 0.257** 0.175** 0.045 0.054 -

6 Conscientiousness 3.931 0.7815 0.50 0.117 0.038 0.125 0.077 0.106 -

7 Follower’s defensive 
pessimism 3.354 0.4433 0.40 −0.295** 0.150* −0.034 −0.038 −0.082 −0.057 -

8 Leader’s defensive 
pessimism 3.186 0.4345 0.43 −0.173** 0.168** 0.019 −0.019 0.046 −0.019 0.310** -

9 Perceived isolation 2.413 0.9813 0.84 −0.015 0.047 0.088 −0.030 −0.115* 0.014 0.015 0.147*

a n = 291
b Age was classified into 5 classes: 1 = Less than 18, 2 = 18-24, 3 = 25-34, 4 = 35-54, 5 = 55 and over.
c 1 = male, 2 = female
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

In terms of the correlations among the variables, follower age was positively related to 
education (r = 0.178, p < 0.01), dyadic tenure (r = 0.271, p < 0.01), conscientiousness (r = 
0.117, p < 0.05), and agreeableness (r = 0.257, p < 0.01), and negatively related to follower’s 
defensive pessimism (r = −0.295, p < 0.01) and leader’s defensive pessimism (r = −0.173, p 
< 0.01). Education was positively related to conscientiousness (r = 0.125, p < 0.05). Gender 

4 Within-construct items’ (for example, items corresponding to the defensive pessimism scale with other 
items pertaining to the same scale) residuals were allowed to correlate. Without those modification indices, 
the results of the model fit are: chi-square (116) = 646,529, CFI = 0.633, SRMR = 0.1243, RMSEA = 0.126. 
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similarity was positively related to the subordinate’s agreeableness (r = 0.175, p < 0.01), 
follower’s defensive pessimism (r = 0.150, p < 0.05), and leader’s defensive pessimism (r = 
0.168, p < 0.01). Follower’s defensive pessimism was positively related to leader’s defensive 
pessimism (r = 0.310, p < 0.01).

Hypotheses testing. Hypothesis 1 predicted that when leaders’ and followers’ defensive 
pessimism deviated from each other, follower’s perceived isolation would be higher than 
when they were in agreement. This relationship is expressed via an inverted U-shaped 
parabolic surface along the incongruence (S = −L) line. Table 2 shows the results from the 
polynomial regression analysis. The linear slope a3 of the surface along the incongruence 
line (X= -Y) was positive and significant (a3 = .72, p < 0.01). This indicates that the level 
of follower’s perceived isolation is lower when the levels of the leader’s and followers’ 
defensive pessimism are similar, as illustrated in the response surface based on the 
estimated coefficients (Figure 3). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Table 2: Polynomial regression analyses results predicting follower’s perceived isolation

                           Dependent variable                                                         Follower’s perceived isolation
Constant   2.41 (0.47)**

Age 0.04 (0.08)
Gender 0.70 (0.13)
Education 0.07 (0.07)
Job tenure −0.01 (0.06)
Agreeableness −0.12 (0.07)
Conscientiousness  0.00 (0.07)
Follower’s defensive pessimism   0.18 (0.14)*

Leader’s defensive pessimism −0.13 (0.14)*

Follower’s defensive pessimism² 0.08 (0.24)
Follower’s defensive pessimism x leader’s defensive pessimism −0.22 (0.31)*

Leader’s defensive pessimsim² 0.08 (0.18)
F 2.361
df 279
R2 0.085
Congruence (follower’s defensive pessimism =  
leader’s defensive pessimism) line
Slope   0.09 (0.12)
Curvature −0.37 (0.37)
Incongruence (follower’s defensive pessimism =  
−leader’s defensive pessimism) line
Slope 0.72 (0.25)**

Curvature 1.40 (0.42)**

Note. N = 291. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; the items reported are standardized beta coefficients, standard errors are in 
parentheses.
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Figure 3: Leader-follower defensive pessimism (in)congruence matrix based on polynomial 
regression analysis predicting follower’s perceived isolation

The asymmetric incongruence hypothesis (H2) posited that the follower’s perceived 
isolation is higher when the follower’s defensive pessimism is higher than the leader’s 
[follower high–leader low], as opposed to when the follower’s defensive pessimism is lower 
than the leader’s (follower low–leader high). The curvilinear slope a4 on the incongruence 
line (X= -Y), as shown in Table 2, was positive and significant (a4 = 1.40, p < 0.01). This 
indicates a positive lateral shift of the level of perceived isolation toward the region where 
the follower’s defensive pessimism is greater than the leader’s. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is 
supported.

5.	 DISCUSSION

This study examined the role of leader–follower interplay in terms of their (in)congruence 
in defensive pessimism and followers’ perceived isolation. The results of this study showed 
that the interaction of followers’ and leaders’ defensive pessimism plays a role in fostering 
followers’ perceived isolation in the workplace. According to implicit leadership theory, 
leaders can act as role models (Lord, Foti, & De Vader, 1984), depending on perceived 
leader characteristics (Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 2010). Similarly, the importance of ILT 
theory has been found in the interactional relationship between leaders and followers 
(Hunt, Boal, & Sorenson, 1990). However, research into leadership theories has focused 
mainly on the characteristics related to the leader prototype (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005), 
whereas we argue that the followers’ perceived isolation will depend not only on the 
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characteristics (Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 2010). Similarly, the importance of ILT theory has 
been found in the interactional relationship between leaders and followers (Hunt, Boal, & 
Sorenson, 1990). However, research into leadership theories has focused mainly on the 
characteristics related to the leader prototype (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005), whereas we argue 
that the followers’ perceived isolation will depend not only on the leaders’ prototype, but also 
on whether leaders and followers share similar cognitive styles (i.e., defensive pessimism). 
Moreover, in order for leaders to be influential and perceived as leaders, it is important that 
there is a congruence between leaders’ characteristics and followers’ leader prototype (Lord, 
Brown, Harvey, & Hall, 2001). A congruence between leader characteristics and leader 
prototype characteristics will enable followers to be open to leaders’ influence (Epitropaki & 
Martin, 2005; Medvedeff & Lord, 2007). On the other hand, incongruence between leaders’ 
actual characteristics and followers’ leader prototype will lead to followers’ dissatisfaction 
(Engle & Lord, 1997). ILT enables individuals to make sense of another’s intentions and 
behavior (Foti & Lord, 1987; Shondrick et al., 2010). We argued that different cognitive 
styles (in this case, defensive pessimism) might result in categorization differences, i.e., 
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leaders’ prototype, but also on whether leaders and followers share similar cognitive styles 
(i.e., defensive pessimism). Moreover, in order for leaders to be influential and perceived 
as leaders, it is important that there is a congruence between leaders’ characteristics and 
followers’ leader prototype (Lord, Brown, Harvey, & Hall, 2001). A congruence between 
leader characteristics and leader prototype characteristics will enable followers to be open 
to leaders’ influence (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005; Medvedeff & Lord, 2007). On the other 
hand, incongruence between leaders’ actual characteristics and followers’ leader prototype 
will lead to followers’ dissatisfaction (Engle & Lord, 1997). ILT enables individuals to make 
sense of another’s intentions and behavior (Foti & Lord, 1987; Shondrick et al., 2010). We 
argued that different cognitive styles (in this case, defensive pessimism) might result in 
categorization differences, i.e., certain followers will prefer certain leader characteristics 
over others. Moreover, followers’ perceived isolation was higher when leaders’ and 
followers’ defensive pessimism deviated from each other (i.e., high-low and low-high 
leader-follower defensive pessimism) than when they were in agreement (Hypothesis 1). 
Therefore, by investigating followers’ perceptual processes as the underlying mechanism, 
the current study provides theoretical and empirical contributions to the literature of 
implicit leadership theory and isolation in the workplace. 

However, we wanted to examine leader-follower dyadic relationship more closely by 
focusing on specific interaction between a leader’s and his or her followers’ defensive 
pessimism and the followers’ perceived isolation. The idea of an inverted-U curve (Grant 
& Schwartz, 2011) suggested that having too much or too little of virtues and strengths 
is not necessarily a good thing. Nonetheless, the research has reported some pitfalls 
and disadvantages with regard to defensive pessimism in the long run (Cantor et al., 
1987; Norem, 2001; Norem & Cantor, 1986a; Norem & Illingworth, 1993; Sanna, 1996). 
Similarly, we found that followers’ perceived isolation was higher when the followers’ 
defensive pessimism was higher than the leaders’ defensive pessimism than vice versa 
(Hypothesis 2). However, high defensive pessimism (in leaders or followers) could mean 
too much pessimism, and thus stress, negative affection, anxiety, avoidance motivation, 
and need for too much of control. Therefore the findings also shed light on the complexity 
of implicit leadership theory, while acknowledging potential benefits of positive leadership 
theory and practice. Taken together, we found support for the relevance of leader-follower 
defensive pessimism (in)congruence in fostering follower’s perceived isolation.

6.	 CONCLUSIONS

This study suggests that leader-follower (in)congruence is an important and complex 
process when predicting followers’ perceived isolation. If leader-follower defensive 
pessimism is congruent in smaller amounts (either low or high), followers tend to feel less 
isolated. However, followers’ perceived isolation is highest when followers score higher in 
defensive pessimism than do leaders. Given that leaders should strive to maintain followers 
who will not feel isolated and will be in tune with their leaders, this study suggests that 
leader-follower defensive pessimism congruence will reduce followers’ isolation, thus 
induce the balance in their relationship. Therefore leaders should pay more attention 
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to follower’s perceived isolation, because the excessive presence of followers’ perceived 
isolation could be detrimental. 

6.1. Theoretical contributions

This study contributes to the literature examining the role of individual differences at 
work in three distinct ways. The study contributes by explaining in more detail the “doing” 
sides of personalities in the workplace; previous research mostly has been concerned with 
the structural basis of individual differences that are “having” sides of personalities. This 
study explains how a coping mechanism such as defensive pessimism interacts with other 
concepts (i.e., followers’ perceived isolation) in work settings. 

First, defensive pessimism has been shown to be an adaptive and beneficial cognitive style 
for those who employ it (Norem, 2001). As noted, defensive pessimism does not appear to 
negatively affect an individual’s performance (Norem & Cantor, 1986a). Similarly, research 
has showed that defensive pessimists set unrealistically low expectations in order to 
motivate and prepare themselves for potential failure (Norem & Cantor, 1986b). Building 
on those findings, we showed that similar expectations of future events in a dyadic leader-
follower relationship even when defensive pessimism was high did not negatively influence 
followers’ perceived isolation. However, followers who scored extremely high in defensive 
pessimism (i.e., the idea of a too-much-of-a-good-thing effect) felt more isolated than did 
followers’ who scored lower in defensive pessimism. Therefore we contribute to positive 
leadership literature showing that leaders’ optimistic attitudes could act as a trigger when 
reducing followers’ stress, anxiety, and negative outcomes such as perceived isolation. 

Defensive pessimists perform equally well as strategic optimists due to the motivational 
aspects of their preferred strategy (Norem & Cantor, 1986a, 1986b; Cantor & Norem, 
1989). In line with this, one can say that the concept of defensive pessimism has made 
a shift in the well-known notion that pessimism is bad and optimism is good: defensive 
pessimism appears to be a beneficial, adaptive, and desired form of pessimism. However, 
the current study sheds light on the importance of congruence in cognitive styles (i.e., 
defensive pessimism) in a leader-follower dyadic relationship in terms of decreasing 
perceptions of followers’ isolation. Previous theoretical and empirical research (e.g., Fuller 
& Marler, 2009; Li, Liang, & Crant, 2010) has shown that employees’ personalities are 
beneficial for cultivating positive attitudes toward their jobs and organizations. 

However, these studies have focused only on the leaders’ role and thus prevented the 
possibility of examining leaders’ individual characteristics as an important factor that 
interacts with followers’ individual characteristics (i.e., defensive pessimism). Therefore, 
first we shed light on the importance of defensive pessimism as an individual difference in a 
work context, and second, while accounting for the role of leader-follower (in)congruence 
in their cognitive styles, this study represents an important extension of the existing 
personality and individual differences research in general. Previous work has emphasized 
the distinction between optimistic and defensively pessimistic strategies in persons 
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(Cantor et al., 1987; Norem & Cantor, 1986b), but no prior work has explicitly contrasted 
the seemingly adaptive strategy of defensive pessimism with other psychological processes 
associated with followers’ perceived isolation in work settings.

Second, this study is also linked to the idea of a too-much-of-a-good-thing effect (Grant 
& Schwartz, 2011), which suggests that having too much of a positive characteristic such 
as defensive pessimism in a leader-follower relationship may reach a shift in phenomena 
to the point where positive effects eventually turn negative. Accordingly, having high 
levels of defensive pessimism on both sides, leaders and followers, might lead to high 
levels of anxiety and stress, which would take away from followers’ joy at work and make 
them fell less supported and more isolated. In a similar vein, no attention has been paid 
to understanding why a suboptimal dyadic relationship between leaders’ and followers’ 
cognitive styles can foster followers’ perceived isolation. Psychological factors, such as 
defensive pessimism, may be the main determinant of whether people work together 
well. In other words, self-concept affects not only how an individual behaves, but how 
individuals interact with each other within the team. Furthermore, when followers spend 
too much time on getting along with their leaders and co-workers, they probably will 
not have energy left for making progress or succeeding at work. When both leaders and 
followers were low (negative) in defensive pessimism, and therefore in accord at low levels 
of defensive pessimism, followers’ perceived isolation was lower than when leaders’ and 
followers’ levels of defensive pessimism deviated from each other. However, the highest 
level of followers’ isolation occurred when followers’ defensive pessimism also was high, 
which supports the idea of the inverted Ucurve (Grant & Schwartz, 2011). Therefore 
this study suggests that followers’ who score high in defensive pessimism and perceived 
isolation could diminish their negative thinking regarding isolation with leaders’ positivity, 
which will result in decreased perceived isolation. 

Defensive pessimism is a tool used to defend self-esteem, maintain motivation, and cope 
with stressful and potentially negative events (Cantor & Norem, 1989; Norem & Chang, 
2002). Subsequently, this cognitive strategy helps people to feel more in control and 
reduce their anxiety (Norem & Illingworth, 1993). Moreover, individuals who employ 
defensive pessimism as a cognitive strategy despite their lower expectations and higher 
anxiety manage to function and perform just as well as optimists (Norem & Illingworth, 
1993). Individuals who use defensive pessimism tend to proactively deal with the situation 
by acknowledging the possibility of low outcomes but at the same time working hard to 
prevent or diminish them (Showers & Ruben, 1990). In line with this, this study shows 
that perceived isolation is lower when a follower’s defensive pessimism is lower than a 
leader’s defensive pessimism. Therefore followers’ perceived isolation decreased due to 
the fact that the leaders’ defensive pessimism brought a balance to the leader-follower 
defensive pessimism relationship by managing the anxiety and fear of failure and by 
taking control regarding their expectations of future events. In other words, we showed 
the positive effects of leaders’ defensive pessimism on followers’ defensive pessimism, by 
which leaders were able to balance the relationship effectively by their thinking-through 
process and plan effective behavior for future events.
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Third, this study sheds extra light on the isolation literature referring to the call for 
considering theoretical and empirical frameworks of professional isolation in the 
workplace and leader distance (Antonakis & Atwater, 2002; Golden, Veiga, & Dino, 2008). 
Building on the implicit leadership theory that is used by individuals to discern others as 
leaders based on characteristics (Lord & Maher, 1991; Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 2010), this 
study shows that when a leader’s defensive pessimism was in agreement with a follower’s 
defensive pessimism, and thus they perceived it at similar levels (i.e., low or high), the 
follower’s perceived isolation decreased. Nonetheless, our results indicate that followers 
tend to feel more isolated when their defensive pessimism and perceived isolation, and 
thus their level of anxiety, stress, fear of failure, and disconnection from their leader and 
co-workers, were high. Followers’ perceived isolation was higher when followers’ defensive 
pessimism was high, whereas it was lower when their defensive pessimism was lower than 
the leader’s defensive pessimism. A mechanism that may highlight this finding is that 
followers’ positive expectations, beliefs, and attitude positively affect their perceptions, 
and thus decrease perceived isolation and increase motivational aspects in their behavior. 

However, chronic optimism may result in ignoring negative information (Taylor & 
Brown, 1988); therefore, unlike defensive pessimists, optimists tend to avoid analysis, 
which makes them more stressed and less in control (Norem & Illingworth 1993). 
These individuals tend to respond to adversity with positive perceptions of themselves, 
including an unrealistic sense of personal control over the situation and overly optimistic 
expectations about the future (Taylor & Armor, 1996). Consequently, this may lead to 
greater followers’ disappointment when the overly optimistic outcomes are not achieved. 
Therefore another finding of this study is the proposed balance in the leader-follower 
defensive pessimism relationship which leads to positive outcomes such as low followers’ 
perceived isolation. Specifically, when followers’ were low in defensive pessimism, leaders’ 
high defensive pessimism created a balance with its positive effects in this relationship 
while probably making followers less unrealistic, less involved in future events, and less 
isolated. Revealing under what cognitive perspectives leaders and followers are likely to 
work effectively together might help when spotting the conflict points in a leader-follower 
relationship and thus allow them to develop their affinities. This all leads to superior 
levels of group achievement, which could not be achieved by individuals. Therefore this 
study makes a contribution in showing which mix of individual differences could achieve 
success and well-being in the workplace. 

6.2. Practical implications

The results of this study suggest that followers’ perceived isolation is higher when 
leaders’ and followers’ defensive pessimism deviate from each other than when they are 
in agreement. Still, when followers were high in defensive pessimism and leaders were 
low in defensive pessimism, a follower’s perceived isolation was higher than vice versa. 
Both leaders and followers face unpredictable challenges in their day-to-day activities, 
and thus they tend to experience stress, anxiety, and pressure to an extent that depends on 
their coping style and state of mind. However, a psychologically healthy environment (i.e., 
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environments with fewer potential occupational stressors) is correlated with increased 
employee well-being (pleasant emotional experience, happiness, job satisfaction) and 
health (state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being), which is the key to 
collective success (Danna & Griffin, 1999). The research has found that when leaders 
are stressed, negative, and maintain a pessimistic outlook, this effect transfers directly 
to followers, causing negative consequences (Schaubroeck et al., 2007) which finally may 
result in increased followers’ perceived isolation.

Positive leadership focuses on the application of positive principles emerging from the 
positive organizational scholarship (Cameron et al., 2003) and positive psychology 
(Seligman, 1999). It promotes spectacular levels of achievement, strengths, capabilities, 
and human potential, and fosters human virtues (Cameron, 2012). In line with this, this 
study shows that positive leadership may change the perception of followers, decreasing 
their feelings of being isolated. Therefore the findings have the potential to contribute to 
the positive and proactive mental well-being of followers. Moreover, leaders must make an 
effort to create a meaningful environment (environment which promotes health and well-
being) in which their employees will feel socially supported and therefore satisfied with 
their work environment. For example, work-related stress combined with the stress of 
defensive pessimists can lead to negative outcomes because of the overbalanced physical 
and mental demands placed on the human body and mind (Cooper & Cartwright, 1994). 
Line managers have recognized that well-being can potentially affect followers in negative 
ways. Workers experiencing poor well-being in the workplace may be less productive and 
more prone to be absent from work (Boyd, 1997). Therefore it may be crucial for leaders 
and followers to be in accordance in their defensive pessimism (e.g., future expectations, 
values, beliefs, and attitudes) or/and for leaders to promote positive leadership doctrine, 
because that would help leaders to improve their team effectiveness and to be more 
effective themselves. Similarly, congruence with the leader in cognitive styles could make 
followers more cognitively engaged, and thus open to new information about how to 
improve their achievement in the workplace. The positive spillover of cognitive congruence 
(i.e., defensive pessimism) would have an impact on managers as well, helping them to 
develop effective management practices in their work teams. All this would contribute to 
better solutions to the problems and perhaps to innovative problem-solving decisions. In 
addition, various interventions and health programs may be advantageous in promoting 
positivity and learning stress-reduction techniques (Conrad, 1988). 

This study also focused on characteristics of leadership that are related to cognitions, 
beliefs, values, and expectations. A leader’s positive expectations have been shown to 
be an important indicator (George, 1995) influencing a follower’s cognitive style (i.e., 
defensive pessimism), and thus followers’ perceived isolation. Therefore leaders who 
are less defensive-pessimistic oriented are more likely to create positivity in those they 
lead. This perspective contributes to the internal processes related to positive leadership 
development and use, as well as to developing the positivity of followers. Along with the 
results previously reported by Norem & Cantor (1986a, 1986b), this study showed that 
individuals who set low expectations can still use their anxiety in a productive way and 
prevent negative outcomes (i.e., high followers’ perceived isolation). However, having 
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too much defensive pessimism (i.e., when leaders and followers were high in defensive 
pessimism) resulted in high followers’ perceived isolation as a negative outcome, whereas 
when both leaders and followers were low (negative) in defensive pessimism, and 
therefore with according low levels of defensive pessimism, isolation also was lower than 
when leaders’ and followers’ defensive pessimism deviated from each other (i.e., high-
low and low-high leader-follower defensive pessimism). Therefore organizations should 
strive to promote leaders’ positive influence on followers’ because it could affect followers’ 
perceived isolation, which can increase or decrease group performance. 

6.3. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the aforementioned contributions, this study is not without limitations. They are 
mainly related to the self-reported nature of the data. The study variables were all self-
reported; however, due to the study’s focus on (in)congruence in followers’ perceptions 
about themselves and their leaders and the effect of this (in)congruence on another 
individually perceived psychological state, i.e. isolation, this fact might not be so 
problematic. Nevertheless, in attempting to minimize the problem of common method 
variance, we used several techniques, such as ensuring that participants were not able 
to guess the aims of the study, ensuring respondent anonymity, using a large-scale study 
design in which we were able employ counterbalancing question order, and improving 
scale items by keeping questions simple and concise (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 

Furthermore, the data that we gathered are cross-sectional in nature, thereby not enabling 
us to infer causality. As with several other psychological constructs, future field research 
into leader-follower defensive pessimism (in)congruence can benefit from a longitudinal 
study which could test the implications of causality in real life and examine a temporal 
dimension, i.e., how the interaction of defensive pessimism with perceived isolation can 
help leaders and followers to progress through their work. Furthermore, future research 
is warranted that implements an experimental design by manipulating leader–follower 
defensive pessimism (in)congruence. Another limitation was related to Cronbach’s alpha. 
Noted, these indices are quite low, lower than the usual cut-off. However, as previously 
validated scales have been used, we have decided not to drop any items but rather add 
further explanation into this section regarding the low reliabilities of the used scales. 
These indeed indicate that the reliability of these scales in our sampled context is not at 
sufficient level, which is why future research should delve deeper into the issues related to 
the scales used for measuring these constructs.

Finally, this research focused only on the outcomes of defensive pessimism – i.e., 
examining how it can manifest in work through follower’s perceived isolation. In addition 
to well-being outcomes (e.g., reducing follower’s perceived isolation), job performance 
outcomes could perhaps be a fruitful topic for further research. Moreover, although this 
aspect is shown to be important, other work-contextual and interpersonal variables at 
various levels may also influence how followers perceive isolation in the workplace. For 
instance, other personality traits (e.g., locus of control, self-efficacy) may influence the 
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individual’s perceived isolation, thus hypothesized relationships which were not part of 
this study. 
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