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Abstract
Burning Bright or Burning Out: A Qualitative Investigation of Leader Vitality and
Accompanying Practitioner Article
By
Jamie Shapiro

Claremont Graduate University: 2023

Leaders of organizations have incessant demands placed on them, including cultivating
teams, building culture, and increasing the bottom line, in addition to caring for followers’ well-
being and thriving. Numerous resources are required to meet these continuous demands, and
vitality is one of the most valuable. Through interviewing 20 of the most influential and
pressured leaders of Fortune 1000 companies, this qualitative study answers three important
questions: what drains vitality, what fosters it, and how do leaders most effectively utilize vitality
for followers? The results shed light on psychological mechanisms that drain leaders’ vitality,
including emotional labor, self-control, loss of job control, the unproductive mindsets of others,
and isolation created from the role. In terms of fostering vitality, several of the pathways of the
PERMA+4 model of well-being were highlighted, including fostering relationships, physical
health, accomplishment, mindset, meaning, environment, and engagement. Two additional
themes that foster vitality included job autonomy and time away from work. Themes emerged
that underscore how leaders utilize their vitality for followers, and the potentially detrimental
impacts to leadership when leaders are drained. Overall, results highlight the importance of

vitality and self-care as critical for leaders’ ability to maximize their leadership performance.
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Introduction

A recent survey of several thousand senior leaders across the United States found that
72% of leaders reported being burned out (HR Executive, 2021). Numerous resources are
required to meet the continuous demands placed on leaders, and vitality is one of the most
valuable. While many aspects of leadership have the potential to drain vitality, prior research
suggests self-control, emotional labor, emotional dissonance, and energy transference may be
particularly resource intensive. Understanding these mechanisms is an important first step in
understanding some of the hidden costs of leadership. Exploring how and when these leadership
mechanisms are enacted can provide additional insight into how to support a leader’s vitality,
particularly for top leaders. Very few studies have focused on what drains and builds leader
energy or energy transference to followers (Cameron, 2021; Owens, 2019; Vogel, 2017).
Hearing directly from leaders about how and when self-control, emotional labor, emotional
dissonance, and energy transference are enacted —and how these mechanisms affect vitality — is
an important contribution to existing research.

Previous studies have shown that leaders are continually faced with enacting self-control
in serving followers and putting the needs of others first (Liao et al., 2020). Self-control involves
overriding or inhibiting behaviors, urges, emotions, or desires that could prohibit goal directed
behavior (Muraven et al., 2006). Self-control can be excessively demanding for leaders due to
the continual focus on suppressing their own desires in service of others, which can lead to
mental fatigue, breakdowns in self-regulation, and drains in vitality (Liao et al., 2020).

Leaders also have requirements for emotional labor due to the need for leaders to always
be “on” for their followers, conveying high levels of positive emotions and vitality to meet the

demands of the role even when they are feeling depleted. Emotional labor is defined as the



“effort, planning, and control needed to express organizationally desired emotion during
interpersonal transaction” (Morris & Feldman, 1996, p. 987). The continuous need for emotional
labor in effective leadership can come at a cost to vitality (Gardner et al., 2009). Understanding
the direct experience of emotional labor from leaders who are required to be “on” for both
internal and external stakeholders can shed new light into its impact on leaders.

Closely related to emotional labor is emotional dissonance, which is created when a
leader portrays emotions that they do not feel. Emotional dissonance is defined as the conflict
between the actual emotions experienced and organizationally required emotions (Middleton,
1989). Given that a leader’s emotions are contagious, leaders are continually faced with the need
to portray emotions externally that they may not be feeling internally (Banerjee & Srivastava,
2019; Johnson, 2008). The disconnect between a leader’s internal emotional environment and
external projection may cause leaders to feel inauthentic and disconnected from leading in
accordance with their core values, identities, preferences, and emotions (Avolio et al., 2004).
Leaders thus face a potential dilemma when striving for authenticity that can create emotional
dissonance, drain vitality, and reduce well-being (Gardner et al., 2009).

Finally, at the heart of many leadership styles is the need for leaders to transfer positive
relational energy to impact followers (Cameron, 2021; Owens et al., 2016). Positive relational
energy is defined as an increased level of positive psychological capacities that are generated
through interpersonal interaction, and leads to a person’s increased capacity to do work (Owens
et al., 2016). Positive relational energy is a unique construct distinct from perceived social
support, leader-member exchange, productive energy, emotional energy, or relational
identification (Owens et al., 2016). Positive relational energy uniquely captures the actual

transfer of energy resources in a leader-follower exchange (Owens et al., 2016), but it is also a



mechanism that can drain leader vitality (Cameron, 2021). This study explores whether positive
relational energy drains vitality in leaders, as well as its potential to renew energy.

It is not only important to understand the details of these mechanisms, but also essential
to be aware of how and why they can get enacted. Implicit Leadership Theory (ILT) helps to
shed light on the automatic engagement of these leadership mechanisms. Implicit Leadership
Theory explains cognitive structures around traits and attributes of leaders (Offermann & Coats,
2018). ILTs can influence a person to enact specific leadership mechanisms to align with their
perceptions of leadership. ILTs provide additional clarity on how leadership mechanisms can be
enacted automatically - even when both leaders and followers may be aware of the potential
costs of these behaviors to a leader’s vitality.

In sum, the current study explores the perspectives of leaders in high pressure, high
visibility roles, to better understand what drains and fosters vitality and awareness. This study
additionally sheds light on how leaders utilize their vitality for followers and the potentially

detrimental impacts to leadership when leaders are drained.

Vitality
The construct of vitality was first identified in 1997, when Ryan and Fredrick (1997)

defined vitality as positive aliveness and having access to the energy within oneself. However,
vitality traces back to Ancient Greek and Eastern culture and philosophy in concepts like Chi in
China, Ki in Japan, Bayu in Indonesia, and Prana in India (Lavrusheva, 2020). The common
theme of these ancient concepts of vitality is an “underlying life energy or force flowing through
living things” (Lavrusheva, 2020, p. 2). As stated above, vitality is an inner resource that
includes physical energy, psychological energy, and emotional energy available to self (Shapiro

& Donaldson, 2022). A key differentiator of vitality from energy is that vitality is associated



with positively toned, energized states such as feelings of vigor (McNair et al., 1971), activated
positive affect (Watson & Tellegen, 1985), and calm energy (Thayer, 1996) while the activation
of energy is also associated with states like anger, anxiety, or arousal (Ryan & Frederick, 1997).
More specifically, vitality is energy that one can harness for goal directed actions.

Due to its complexity, vitality continues to be a concept that is debated with little
consensus on a single definition (Deng et al., 2015). In 2020, Lavrusheva reviewed 93 vitality
studies, concluding that challenges in defining vitality arise because the construct is variously
claimed to be an experience, feeling, or disposition with little consensus (Lavrusheva, 2020). The
most agreed upon definition is that vitality is the energy available to self (Ryan & Deci, 2008);
however, it is important to further define the components of that energy.

Vitality can be viewed as a higher order factor with three subfactors, including
psychological, physical, and emotional energy (Shapiro & Donaldson, 2022). Most definitions of
vitality are differing combinations of these three factors, leading to difficulty in applying the

construct consistently (Richman et al., 2009). See Table 2 for an overview of the three vitality

factors.
Table 2
Vitality Factors
Factor Definition Source
Psychological The mental energy available to oneself to think  Richman et al., 2009
Vitality clearly, focus, be alert, have flexible thinking,
and create a positive outlook
Physical Vitality The energy available to oneself or a sense of Cannon, 2011
aliveness in the body
Emotional Vitality The energy resources available to oneself to Penninx et al., 1998

regulate and express emotions effectively




Leader Vitality

Vitality is an important resource for both employees and leaders; however, the focus of
this study is on leader vitality. A leader high in vitality experiences a sense of enthusiasm,
aliveness, and energy (Ryan & Frederick, 1997). Vogel (2017) showed that when individuals feel
energized and are thriving, leadership capacity is expanded. Vitality is an inner resource that is
both generative and dynamic, and can help leaders cope with challenges, improve overall
performance, and meet role demands (Dubreuil et al., 2014). Leaders can utilize vitality to
manage or employ inner resources for intentional behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2008).

Through the lens of Conservation of Resources theory (COR), vitality is a limited
resource that can be spent, depleted, or conserved (Ryan & Deci, 2008). COR theory helps to
explain that leader vitality helps protect from burnout. In COR, energy is a scarce resource that
must be replenished when depleted (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2001). In addition, vitality fluctuates,
and thus can be restored, renewed, or revived (Nix et al., 1999; Rozanski et al., 2005).

Leaders increasingly need to serve a wide array of follower and organizational needs
without depleting their own energy or risking burnout. Burnout is defined by Perlman &
Hartman (1982) as “emotional/and or physical exhaustion, lowered work productivity, and over
depersonalization” (Perlman & Hartman, 1982, p. 293). Vigor, defined by an abundance of
energy and resiliency, has been shown to be the opposite of burnout (Bakker et al., 2014). Given
that vitality has been characterized by energized states like feelings of vigor (McNair et al.,
1971), burnout and vitality can also be seen as opposite ends of the energy spectrum (Figure 1).
The definitions of both burnout and vitality include a physical component making vitality a more
precise opposing concept to burnout, even more than engagement which is often seen as the

opposite of burnout (Crawford et al., 2010). Vitality can be defined as an abundance of physical,



psychological, and emotional energy, where burnout is a depletion of physical, psychological,
and emotional energy.
Figure 1

Burnout to Vitality Continuum

Energy Depletion Energy Abundance

Burnout Vitality

Even though the definition of vitality has been fragmented, positive outcomes have been
established. Vitality has been associated with both behavioral and objective health outcomes
(Lavrusheva, 2020) including greater work performance, better coping with stress and challenge,
more physical and psychological resilience, greater physical functioning and recovery, decreased
anxiety, and heightened self-confidence (Greenglass, 2006; Penninx et al., 2000; Ryan & Deci,
2008; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). There are many positive antecedents of vitality including
somatic health, well-being, physical activity, mental health, and work contexts including:
meaningful work and successful work performance (Lavrusheva, 2020). Given the clear
antecedents and benefits of vitality, leaders and organizations need a way to better understand
what builds and drains vitality to protect leaders from depleting this important resource. An
important first step is to understand the mechanisms needed in leadership that drain leader

vitality, including self-control, emotional labor, emotional dissonance, and relational energy.

Leader Self-Control

The changing world of business and public pressure has put a focus on more ethical
leadership and business practices that improve the culture of the organization (Kiker et al.,

2019). Putting follower needs first requires self-control from leaders, and an orientation to



serving followers has been associated with more ethical leadership behaviors, morality-centered
self-reflection, good organizational decision-making, and less focus on power, fame, or self-
centered goals (Giampetro-Meyer et al., 1998; Hoch et al., 2018). Self-control is defined as the
“overriding or inhibiting of automatic, habitual, or innate behaviors, urges, emotions, or desires
that would otherwise interfere with goal directed behavior” (Muraven et al., 2006, p. 524). Selt-
control helps leaders adapt to their social environment, be more responsive to others in their
approach, have more interpersonal success, and focus on followers and organizational needs
(Baumeister & Alquist, 2009; Liao et al., 2020; Tangney et al., 2004). However, self-control has
also been shown to deplete energy resources and can lead to self-control fatigue (Baumeister &
Alquist, 2009). Self-control fatigue is a newer concept introduced by Forestier et al. (2022) to
expand the concept of ego depletion.

Ego depletion refers to the temporary reduction in the capacity to engage in self-control
due to depletion of resources from previous self-control (Baumeister et al., 1998). Theories of
self-control and ego depletion explain that individuals have a finite pool of resources available
for self-control (e.g., focus, suppressing self-interest, switching tasks) (Baumeister et al., 1998).
When these resources are drained, it can leave a person mentally fatigued and unable to continue
self-controlling behaviors, which has been referred to as ego depletion theory (Baumeister &
Vohs, 2007; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Forestier et al. (2022) expand previous definitions to
include self-control resources (objective and subjective amounts of energy available for the self
to initiate a self-control act), self-control willingness (the motivation to engage in a second self-
control act), and self-control capacity (mental process that makes the self-control act possible).

Leader self-control is needed in ever changing, complex environments, and increasing

requirements for self-control can cause self-control fatigue and ultimately drain vitality. Multiple



empirical studies have shown that increased levels of self-control can bring about lower levels of
mental well-being and potential burnout (Diestel & Schmidt, 2009, 2011; Rivkinet al., 2015;
Schmidt et al., 2007). Schmidt et al. (2007) showed through empirical evidence that self-control
demands were significantly correlated with indicators of job strain and burnout.

Liao et al. (2020) conducted two experience sampling studies that consistently showed
that engaging in daily self-control behavior comes at a cost for leaders. Leaders are required to
empower followers to reach their full potential by putting followers’ needs first, suppressing
their own self-interests, and investing their energy resources to help followers (Liden et al.,
2008; van Dierendonck, 2011; Wu et al., 2020). Putting followers’ needs first can require
attention control, need suppression, and choice making, which all require self-control resources
(Baumeister et al., 1998; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). When leaders put follower needs first, it
can come at a cost of experiencing work—life conflict, role conflict, role ambiguity, role
overload, and emotional exhaustion (Panaccio et al., 2015).

Leaders also must focus on benefiting the community, which can require self-control to
suppress biases, regulate thoughts and take actions that benefit the greater good (Liao et al.,
2020). In addition, the increasing focus on followers’ development requires attentional resources
that require self-control (Liao et al., 2020; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000).

In sum, engaging in self-controlling behaviors over time that focus so heavily on
followers and the organization, while putting the leader’s needs second, can come at a vitality
cost for leaders and potentially lead to burnout. Understanding the perspectives of leaders in
some of the most demanding roles in the country can help uncover the potential costs of self-

control on vitality.



Implicit Leadership Theory and Self-Control
Implicit Leadership Theory helps to explain how the mechanism of self-control is enacted

in leaders, even subconsciously at times. The categories defined through ILT have shown
stability over time including sensitivity, dedication, tyranny, charisma, strength, masculinity,
intelligence, and the more recent addition of creativity (Offermann & Coats, 2018). ILT is a
theoretical perspective that helps to explain the mental schemas or prototypes created through
socialization and past experiences with leaders (Rush et al., 1977; Lord et al., 2020).

A match between an individual (leader) and follower prototype predicts the extent that
the individual is categorized and accepted as a leader (Shondrick et al., 2010). Individuals also
feel more empowered to lead when they see themselves aligned with their own leader prototypes
(self-views or implicit self-theories; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Schyns et al., 2020). Prototype-
matching is a process that occurs automatically and instinctually in the same way that people
hold prototypes for animals or objects, serving as a filter by which information is processed,
stored, and recalled (Lord & Maher, 1993). This categorization has been shown to impact not
only perceptions of how “leaderlike” an individual is, but also perceptions of leader performance
(Shondrick & Lord, 2010).

Leader self-views and follower views can influence a leader to adapt behaviors to align
with perceptions of leadership. One of the key benefits of self-control is accommodation for
others (Baumeister & Alquist, 2009). Leaders are continually accommodating not only in
response to follower implicit views of leadership, but also their own self-view of what a leader
should be. Take for example the ILT category of sensitivity: if a leader has implicit views that a
leader should be highly sensitive to followers, and this is reinforced through follower
perceptions, a leader could exhibit high levels of self-control to focus on putting follower needs

ahead of their own. Given that various followers have potentially unique ILTs, leaders may be



accommodating followers differently which requires both self-control and highlights another key

mechanism, emotional labor.

Emotional Labor

Emotional labor is a continuous requirement for effective leadership in organizations and
it can also be another drain on vitality (Gardner et al., 2009). Emotional labor is defined as the
effort, control and planning needed to express emotions to others that are organizationally
desired (Morris & Feldman, 1996). Leaders utilize emotional labor to alter their emotional
expression in two different ways: (1) surface acting (when leaders change their outward
emotional expressions but do not attempt to feel the emotions that they are displaying) and (2)
deep level acting (when leaders attempt to feel the emotions they want to display) (Humphrey et
al., 2008). Surface level acting has been shown to have the greatest negative impact to leader
resources and well-being (Wang, 2011). An important contribution to the literature in emotional
labor from this study is the deeper understanding of how top leaders handle the need for
emotional labor in their roles.

Several research studies demonstrate that a leader's emotions are contagious and can
impact people both inside and outside of the organization (Banerjee & Srivastava, 2019;
Gardner, 2009; Johnson, 2008; Li et al., 2019). Leaders have requirements to always be “on,”
appearing with high levels of positive emotions and vitality - even when they are feeling
depleted - in order to influence others towards organizational goals (Gardner et al., 2009). Many
leaders do not have the permission to share when they are feeling depleted, burned out, or even
languishing. Instead, leaders are expected to “show up” for their followers with the level of

vitality and emotional regulation needed to inspire an organization towards a vision. This creates
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challenges for leaders to be truly authentic due to the requirements for continuous emotional
labor.

Research on the impacts of leaders’ positive and negative emotions on followers has
shown the importance of leader’s staying positive in the face of organizational demands (Gaddis
et al., 2004; George, 2000; George & Bettenhausen, 1990; George & Bettenhausen, 1995;
Humphrey, 2002; Humphrey et al., 2008; Lewis, 2000; Sy et al., 2005). Sy, Cote, and Saavedra
(2005) provide evidence that a leader’s emotions are contagious. The leader’s positive (negative)
moods induced group members to experience more positive (negative) moods and affective tone.
Lewis (2000) similarly found that a leader’s negative emotions induced more follower negative
affective states and less favorable assessments of leader effectiveness.

Pirola-Merlo et al. (2002) argued that one important aspect of leadership is the
management of emotions (both one’s own and those of others) to influence followers’ moods,
particularly in the face of challenging work events. Emotional labor is needed for leaders to
inspire followers positively in the face of difficulties. Pirola-Merlo et al. (2002) found that when
leaders helped followers overcome the mood damaging effects of workplace challenges, these
mood effects translated into increased performance.

McColl-Kennedy and Anderson (2002) argued that an important function of leaders is to
inspire optimism, and to persuade followers that challenging goals are obtainable. Their research
shows that leaders can positively influence follower optimism and performance, and negatively
impact frustration. Often, leaders must utilize both surface level and deep level acting to project
confidence to followers, even when they themselves are experiencing the same worries
(Humphrey et al., 2008). Thus, part of effective leadership is the enactment of emotional labor,

when leaders portray emotions that they may not feel (Humphrey et al., 2008). Leaders who

11



perform emotional labor may also be more emotionally expressive and better communicators,
leading to higher levels of perceived performance (Humphrey et al., 2008). A leader’s high
levels of emotional labor can benefit followers and organizations, but the potential cost can be
emotional exhaustion and drained vitality.

Emotional labor has been shown to detract from well-being, an antecedent of vitality,
through emotional exhaustion and contribute to burnout (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Erickson &
Ritter, 2001; Glomb & Tews, 2004; Grandey, 2003; Grandey et al., 2007; Johnson & Spector,
2007; Matinez-Inigo et al., 2007). Emotional exhaustion is defined as a lack of energy and a
feeling that one's emotional resources are depleted. Awareness of emotional labor may highlight
the hidden costs of leadership roles. In sum, emotional labor in the absence of opportunities for
replenishment leads to emotional exhaustion and depletes leaders of the energy resources needed

for vitality (Gardner et al., 2009).

Emotional Dissonance

While closely related, emotional dissonance is another potential drain to a leader’s
emotional vitality. Emotional dissonance is defined as the conflict between the actual emotions
experienced and organizationally or situationally required emotions (Middleton, 1989).
Emotional dissonance is thus created when a leader portrays emotions that they do not feel which
can happen in both surface and deep level acting. Emotional dissonance is a significant factor in
emotional exhaustion, leading to lowered psychological well-being and acts as another drain to
leader vitality (Van Dijk & Kirk Brown, 2006). Emotional labor and emotional dissonance are
directly linked with some conceptualizations that consider emotional dissonance as an antecedent
to emotional labor (Zapf et al. 1999), and others position emotional dissonance as the labor

component of emotional labor and a consequence of performing emotional labor (Rubin, et al.
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2005). However, emotional dissonance has been empirically shown to be an independent
construct, distinct from emotional labor (Abraham, 1998, 1999; Van Dijk & Kirk Brown, 2006).

When leaders engage in either surface acting or deep acting, if the gap between the
required self and the natural self is too large, it can lead to an internal state of tension which is
emotional dissonance (O’Brien & Linehan, 2019). Erickson (1991) asserts that the fragmentation
of the required self and natural self is harmful to the individual, and that over time this
disconnect may lead to emotional exhaustion and job dissatisfaction. Emotional dissonance has
also been found to be a key contributor to burnout (Andela et al., 2016; Andela & Truchot, 2017;
Kenworthy et al., 2014).

Leaders often strive to be authentic by expressing transparency, openness, and trust,
while at the same time remaining true to their inner thoughts, beliefs, and experiences (Carlson,
2015; Gardner et al., 2005; Gardner & Walumbwa et al., 2008). Being authentic in leadership has
been shown to have several positive impacts on employees, including empowerment, job
performance, increased organizational citizen behaviors, organizational commitment, trust in
leadership, and work engagement (Gardner et al. 2011). However, an important question that has
been raised is whether leader authenticity can be attained while leaders are attempting to meet
the emotional labor demands of their roles (Gardner et al., 2009).

When leaders are striving for authenticity but cannot be truly authentic in their emotions,
it can lead to feelings of inauthenticity, creating emotional dissonance. While some research
suggests that authenticity can contribute to leader well-being for leaders who can achieve
authenticity, there is a question as to whether true authenticity is ever possible given the demands
placed on leaders (Gardner et al., 2005; Ilies et al., 2005; Weiss et al., 2018). Hearing directly

from leaders around this question contributes to the understanding of this complex issue. Weiss
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et al. (2018) showed that authenticity in leadership can build leader mental well-being through
reducing stress and improving engagement. However, they also found that feelings of
inauthenticity can deplete leaders' mental resources, resulting in lower mental well-being. The
emotional dissonance created from leaders striving for authenticity, and not being able to be truly
authentic, can drain a leader’s vitality. Furthermore, when leaders are depleted, they cannot be
authentic in their vitality, and therefore vitality becomes a potential negative loop for leaders
because their desire for authenticity is not being met, creating even more emotional dissonance.
Given the high emotional labor demands of leadership, emotional dissonance can be a
regular occurrence of a leader’s role, leading to emotional exhaustion and lowered vitality. Even
in the space of vitality, leaders may experience emotional dissonance since their self-views and
follower views perpetuate the need for leaders to be highly vital, often precisely when they are

the most depleted.

Implicit Leadership Theory - Emotional Labor Demands and Emotional Dissonance
Implicit Leadership Theory helps to explain how subconscious images of leadership can

enact the mechanisms of emotional labor and emotional dissonance. The factors of strength and
masculinity in ILT can potentially influence leader and follower belief structures around vitality,
perhaps contributing to idealized images of leaders (Lord et al., 2020). “Successful leaders are
required to ideally combine the charisma of an iconic role model, the strategic understanding of a
general, the empathy of a loving mother as well as the dominance and strength of an alpha-male.
We argue that this mix is rather to be found in a superhero than an organizational executive”
(Busse & Czekala, 2018, p. 1). Leaders can have unrealistic expectations for themselves as well

as internalizing the expectations of followers around them.
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Research has also shown that followers look for leaders to show more strength and
masculine behaviors in times of perceived stress, further perpetuating leaders’ self-views that
they need to be vital (Walczak, 2021). Some of the masculine bias in leadership is likely rooted
in our evolution, due to the importance of phenotypic signals like strength, dominance, and
masculinity for survival in ancestral environments (Antonakis & Eubanks, 2017). Leaders high
in positive energy would have been essential when leaders were responsible for being warriors
that defended the group’s survival through physical force and domination (Walczak, 2021). ILT
may be at the heart of why there could be a disconnect between a leader's external and internal
experiences of vitality. Externally, leaders believe they must continually display high levels of
strength, positive emotions, and vitality for their followers, and followers reinforce this through
their own expectations, especially in times of stress (Walczak, 2021). DeRue and Ashford (2010)
explain that leader identity is a dynamic process that is constructed through social interactions
when individuals claim and grant leader and follower identities. Even when leaders are feeling
depleted internally, their implicit self-view, reinforced through followers, drives them to show up
with consistently high vitality for their followers. ILT reinforces the continual need for leaders to
exercise emotional labor to align with their self-views and follower views. The high levels of
emotional labor requirements in leadership can create unrealistic expectations that perpetuate the
idea of leaders as superheroes. No role in the organization demands the superhero persona like
the CEO. High expectations for leaders are further compounded with the importance of leaders

transferring positive energy to followers (Cameron, 2021).
Energy Transference — Positive Relational Energy

Prior research demonstrates that a leader can transfer energy resources to others through

positive relationships which results in higher levels of engagement, lower turnover, and
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enhanced feelings of well-being among followers (Cameron, 2021; Vogel, 2017). The
transference of positive energy from one person to another is called positive relational energy
(Owens et al., 2016). Positive relational energy is defined as an increased level of positive
psychological capacities that is generated through the interaction of people and leads to an
increase in a person’s capacity to do work (Owens et al. 2016). Although vitality is positive
energy, the crucial distinction is that vitality is an inner energy resource available to a leader,
where positive relational energy is the transference of that energy to others. The continual need
for transference of positive relational energy to followers thus creates another potential drain to
leader vitality.

Positive relational energy is a unique construct that is distinct from perceived social
support, leader-member exchange, productive energy, emotional energy, or relational
identification (Owens et al., 2016). Positive relational energy uniquely captures the actual
transfer of energy resources in a leader-follower exchange (Owens et al., 2016). Relational
energy can renew and uplift people through their interactions (Cameron, 2021). Positive
relational energy is not simply created through charisma, extroversion, or a personality
dimension, it is a unique construct that can be learned and developed (Cameron, 2021).
Surprisingly, this energy transference can be more predictive of leadership performance than
information or influence alone (Cross et al., 2003). Studies have shown that positive relational
energy can increase psychological capital and empowerment in followers (Avey et al., 2011),
enhance trust in leadership (Norman et al., 2010), and increase organizational performance
(Cameron, 2021). Additionally, positive relational energy has been shown to increase employee
well-being, life and job satisfaction (Cameron et al., 2017; Kelloway et al., 2013; Zbierowski &

Gora, 2014; Zhang et al., 2021).
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Cameron et al. (2011) explains that the transfer of positive relational energy creates a
heliotropic effect which is defined as “the attraction of all living systems toward positive energy
and away from negative energy, or toward that which is life giving and away from that which is
life depleting” (Cameron et al., 2011, p. 288). The positive energy ripple effect is based on the
theories and empirical research including positive energizers and energy networks theory (Baker
et al., 2003; Cameron, 2021). According to Cameron (2021), some individuals are identified as
positive energizers and create ripples of positive energy throughout the organization. There are
substantial benefits of positive relational energy, but the outcomes have primarily been focused
on the leader’s impact on followers and the organization, and there is limited literature and
research on the required vitality needed from the leader.

For a leader to be a positive energizer in an organization and consistently transfer positive
relational energy to followers, s/he needs a foundation of vitality or could risk burning out.
Positive relational energy can potentially have a high energy resource demand from leaders
without the vitality returns needed. A recent study showed that not all leaders feel energized
from giving positive relational energy to followers, finding no direct relationship between
positive relational energy and vitality (Shapiro, 2022). Cameron (2021) argues that positive
relational energy is a renewable energy resource that energizes both the leader and the follower.
However, it is possible that these energy relationships do not translate to leader-follower
interactions due to power dynamics and the high expectations placed on leaders, making these
relationships unique. This study explores these relational energy dynamics from the leader’s
perspective to create greater clarity on how the mechanism of positive relational energy can

potentially drain leader vitality.
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Implicit Leadership Theory and Positive Relational Energy
Implicit Leadership Theory and the evolution of leadership can shed additional light on

some of the positive energy requirements followers expect from leaders. As stated above, some
of the masculine bias in leadership is likely rooted in our evolution, due to the importance of
leaders being warriors that defended the group’s survival through physical force and domination
(Antonakis & Eubanks, 2017; Walczak, 2021). Heuristic decision-making provided evolutionary
advantages, but these biases no longer serve our current social and technological environments
(Antonakis & Eubanks, 2017). Unfortunately, we are still hardwired to instantly infer
information about people (e.g., looking powerful, competent), which has been shown to be
associated with attributions of effective leadership (Antonakis, & Jacquart, 2013; Linke et al.,
2016; Willis & Todorov, 2006). Perhaps followers’ perceptions of positive relational energy are
rooted in our evolution as a species and the need to see leaders with an abundance of energy,
indicating the leader has the needed resources for power and protection.

The ILT category of charisma most closely relates to this idea with charisma being
associated with both enthusiasm and energy (Ehrhart, 2015). Ehrhart (2015) found that when
evaluating the ILT category of charisma in predicting follower views of leadership, a key factor
was in the leader’s energy and the perception of the leader’s energy being applied to helping
followers achieve their goals.

Leaders develop unrealistic expectations for themselves to have positive relational
energy, and follower perceptions that leaders are high in vitality can be a signal to followers that
the leader has energy to give. Even when leaders are feeling depleted internally, their implicit
self-view, reinforced through followers, drives them to show up with high vitality for followers.
Being aware of both the mechanism of positive relational energy and how it is potentially

enacted highlights the importance of leaders having an authentic base of vitality to transfer
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resources and serve at their full capacity without the risk of burning out. It is essential for leaders

to understand these dynamics in order to serve at their full capacity.

Fostering Leader Vitality

Given the drains in vitality that everyday leadership induces, it is important to further
understand how leader well-being with can foster vitality and help protect against burnout.
Lavrusheva’s (2020) literature review showed that there are many positive antecedents of
vitality, and all are elements of well-being. Well-being is broadly defined as human flourishing
and wellness of mind and body (Diener et al., 2009). Seligman (2018) developed the PERMA
model for well-being that includes positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and
accomplishment. Donaldson et al. (2020) added four additional elements to the PERMA model:
physical health, mindset, environment, and economic security. PERMA+4 has been validated
through extensive research and measurement and has been shown to have a strong link to work

role performance (see Table 4).

Table 4
Elements of PERMA+4
PERMA+4 Definition
Positive emotions  Experiencing happiness, joy, gratitude, etc.
Engagement Using your strengths to meet challenges; experiencing flow
Relationships Connecting with others; love and be loved
Meaning Connect to meaning; find your purpose

Accomplishment ~ Pursue and accomplish goals; strive for greatness

Physical Health Biological, functional, and psychological health assets

Mindset Future-oriented, growth mindset, perseverance

Environment Spatiotemporal elements, such as access to natural light, nature, physiological safety
Economic Security Perception of financial security

Note. Donaldson et al., 2020
Antecedents of vitality can be classified into psychological, physiological dispositions,

and external circumstances or life events (Lavrusheva, 2020). The psychological antecedents can
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all be classified as either well-being or mental health factors, including both positive meaning
and emotions. Physiological antecedents include somatic factors of well-being (Lavrusheva,
2020). The PERMA+4 model of well-being most closely aligns with the antecedents of vitality
and has been shown to build vitality in leaders (Shapiro, 2022). Cultivating positive emotions
and a positive mindset has been shown to help minimize the well-being costs of emotional labor
(Humphrey et al., 2015). Relational support, another key element of PERMA+4, has also been
shown to have a buffering effect against the negative effects of emotional dissonance (Abraham,
1999).

Ryan and Deci (2008) showed that both vitality and energy are enhanced thorough Self
Determination Theory (SDT) when basic psychological needs for relatedness, competence, and
autonomy are met. This study informs how the elements of SDT build leader vitality, and how to
help leaders feel more authenticity in their roles.

Weiss et al. (2018) showed that authentic leadership can improve leaders’ mental well-
being through reducing stress and increasing work engagement when leaders can be truly
authentic in interactions with followers. The Weiss et al. (2018) study underscores the
importance of bringing into alignment leader vitality and the energy they are sharing with others,
highlighting the leader-follower relationship. Aligning the internal and external worlds of leaders
allows more authenticity in their interactions. Perhaps this alignment for leaders is the missing
link for creating reciprocal positive relational energy that builds leader vitality through follower
interactions. This qualitative study explores how leaders build vitality, and how follower
interactions can potentially enhance leader vitality. This study investigates how vitality is

fostered and drained at the highest levels of leadership.
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Methods

Using qualitative methods with semi-structured interviews, this study illuminates the
themes in leader vitality at the CEO level of Fortune 1000 companies. The purpose of the
phenomenological study (an approach that seeks to understand the essence that all persons
experience about a phenomenon) was to understand the concept of leader vitality through the
experiences of CEOs in large scale organizations, gaining a list of the factors that both drain and
foster leader vitality (Creswell et al., 2007). Leveraging existing research and knowledge, this
study seeks to validate known factors and explore additional elements not previously identified.
Additionally, a key contribution is the understanding of how leaders utilize vitality to impact
their followers. Exploring through the lens of some of the most influential and high-pressured
leaders provides clarity into leader vitality. As Laird (2012) argues, extreme sampling includes

unusual or extreme conditions that are relevant to improving other, more typical situations.

Research Questions

The research questions that guided this study are:
1. What drains leaders’ vitality?
2. What fosters leaders’ vitality?

3. How do leaders effectively utilize their vitality for their followers?

Participants

This study includes Fortune 1000 CEOs or equivalent, who face extreme demands both
internally and externally as well as high expectations from multiple stakeholders. These CEOs
must report to their followers, the Board, shareholders, and investor communities. They are
required to be “on” continually with high levels of vitality to tackle strategy, vision,

organizational culture, quarterly earnings, and the survival of the organization. The sampling
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criteria included a Board reporting structure, internal and external stakeholders, over 4000
employees, at least six executive level direct reports, and financial responsibility for over US$1
billion.

Based on the similarities in pressures, demands and responsibilities of the CEOs that
were selected for this study, the sample size included a total of 20 participants. Theoretical
saturation (the point in data collection when no additional insights are identified about the
theoretical construct) was used to determine if the sample size was sufficient, and that point was
reached at 12 interviews. However, 8 additional interviews were conducted as a further step in
validation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2021).

One of the largest challenges of the sample was the homogeneity of this population and
lack of diversity; almost 90% of Fortune 500 CEOs are white males (The Society Pages, 2020).
There is not only a lack of gender diversity and homogeneity in race in this population, but also
ethnicity, functional and educational backgrounds, age, and socioeconomic status. Participants
recruited for this study were a convenience sample from the researcher’s network; however,
additional efforts were taken to recruit as diverse a sample as possible (see Table 1).

Table 1.

Participant Demographics

Participant Demographic Information Frequency
Gender
Male 16
Female 4
Ethnicity
White or Caucasian 15
Black or African American 1
Hispanic 2
Middle Eastern 1
Asian 1
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To recruit participants, email requests were made for a 30-minute interview. Participants

did not receive any compensation for their participation; however, they did receive a “thank you”

gift in appreciation for their time. Interviews were audio recorded using Zoom software,

transcribed using Otter.ai software, and identifying information was removed prior to analysis

using MAXQDA. Interviews were recorded for transcription purposes only and deleted after

transcription. All names have been changed to pseudonyms, and all identifying information has

been removed from the quotations below.

Measures

The semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Table 2.

Table 2

Interview Protocol

Section Heading

Sample Question

Opening

Understanding what drains
vitality

Understanding what
fosters vitality

Define vitality for participants — vitality is defined as positive
aliveness and having access to the energy within oneself including
emotional, psychological, and physical energy.

Think about a day when you felt emotionally, psychologically, and
physically depleted of energy. Can you walk me through the details
of that day?

Potential follow up questions:

What interactions did you find the most draining?

What aspects of your role where most depleting?

What did you notice about your environment that day?

What was different about that day from others?

What do you notice about yourself that day?

What behaviors did your team notice?

Do you think others knew you were depleted? Why or why not?

Think about a day when you felt emotionally, psychologically, and
physically energized, full of vitality. Can you walk me through the
details of that day?

Potential follow up questions:

What interactions did you find the most energizing?

What aspects of your role where most energizing?
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What did you notice about your environment that day?

What was different about that day from others?

Where there any practices/routines that contributed to you feeling
vital?

How did you utilize your vitality that day?

What behaviors did your team notice?

Do you think others knew you were feeling vital? Why or why not?

Closing Questions Is there anything I didn’t ask, but you think I should have?

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis was utilized, a common approach when existing theory is limited
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2011). Data was systematically sorted, summarized, and compared while
identifying the major themes around leader vitality. It was important to use a flexible approach in
the face of emergent findings, as well as grounded in prior research. Given prior research in
leader vitality, an a priori coding scheme was utilized and combined with inductive codes that
emerged. Table 3 details the initial coding scheme.
Table 3

A Priori Coding Scheme

Leader Vitality Code Description
Antecedents — Foster Positive Emotions
Based on the PERMA+4 Engagement
Model Positive Relationships
Meaning
Accomplishment
Health
Mindset
Environment
Economic Security
Drains — Based on Self-Control

psychological mechanisms Emotional Labor
Emotional Dissonance
Energy Transference
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As recommended by Kondracki & Wellman (2002), interview transcripts were initially
reviewed in entirety to gain a holistic understanding and capture key concepts. Next, initial
impressions and a priori codes were applied. The data was subsequently analyzed for emergent
themes not initially identified in the coding scheme, and a final set of codes was identified. This
approach led to findings that are grounded in the data of each participant's unique perspectives

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2011).

Enhancing Validity

Qualitative research allows for rich contextual insights into CEO’s lived experiences in
relation to vitality, but it was essential to eliminate as many threats to validity as possible. Given
the self-report nature of the semi-structured interview format, the steps outlined by Creswell and
Poth (2018) were taken for the interview protocol. Questions were designed to be open ended,
short, and clear.

Another threat to validity was related to the recruitment process. Many of the CEOs
interviewed are clients that work directly with the researcher and therefore have existing
knowledge related to what fosters leader vitality. To minimize this threat, 8 of the 20 CEOs
recruited had no previous experience with the researcher. Data was also collected past the point
of saturation to minimize this potential validity threat.

A final area of concern was researcher bias and prior experience in the topic of leader
vitality. To minimize this threat, all interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. This
minimized the tendency to only capture data that fit existing theory, goals, or preconceptions
(Maxwell, 2004). In addition, through the process of transcription, each full interview was

reviewed prior to analysis.
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Findings

The findings of this study are divided into three sections. The first two sections explore

what drains versus fosters leader vitality, delineated by expected results and emergent themes.

The third section describes leaders’ uses of vitality for followers.

What Drains Leader Vitality

As expected, many of the psychological mechanisms outlined in prior research were

identified as drains in leader vitality. There were also three emergent themes - loss of job control,

the unproductive mindsets of others, and isolation created from the role.

Expected Themes - Drains to Leader Vitality
The psychological mechanisms of emotional labor, self-control, energy transference, and

emotional dissonance were all identified by participants (refer to Table 4).

Table 4

Drains to Leader Vitality — Psychological Mechanisms

Theme Definition Example Quote Participant
Count
Drains to Leader Vitality
Emotional Labor The effort, control and planning I put up a good front, I think the 14
needed to express emotions to shadow we cast as leaders is
others that are organizationally =~ important. You can't have a bad
desired day. (P17)
Self-Control The overriding or inhibiting of Somebody will be presenting 9
automatic behaviors, urges, something and you're like, I
emotions that interfere with goal really don't even understand why
directed behavior you're talking to me about this.
But you can't say that, you have
to use self-control in those
moments. (P3)
Energy Transference The transference of positive It's how I can actually push all 4

energy from one person to
another

that vitality and energy into
others, which slowly drains me.
(P15)
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Emotional Dissonance The conflict between the actual ~ (In reference to being drained) I 3

emotions experienced and want a persona of approach and
organizationally or situationally  availability. And I use the term I
required emotions like To be anti-corporate, even

though we've got thousands of
employees, I still want it to be a
family style culture. So that
piece is very important to me
and I will do my best to fake,
and be a pretender to a degree.
(P14)

Emotional Labor. Seventy percent of CEOs were aware of emotional labor demands and the
consequential vitality drains. Participant (P10) explained “Had I shown everything that I was
feeling, they would have just seen me super, super mad. That's how it would have showed up. So
that's what I am fighting off.” Several leaders shared their use of emotional labor to prevent
negative impacts to others from their internal negative emotions. Participants also expressed the

importance of brief encounters with employees and the requirement for emotional labor. As a

leader (P8) shared:

There's a lot of people there who I see very briefly and interact with very briefly,
but as the CEO, I think there's perhaps an image of what that means. It's hard for
me to think of myself in that way, but people are looking to me for wisdom and
leadership and even just wanting a few minutes of my time, which is very

meaningful to them.

Emotional Dissonance. Very few (15%) participants pointed out the emotional dissonance

created from the disconnect between their internal and external feelings. One participant (P17)
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shared that he had become more authentic in his leadership. He explained that he used to believe
leaders couldn’t express negative emotions, but now he feels, “To be an authentic leader, you
have to be real, acknowledge sometimes that you are not up to par.” He shared that his
authenticity has created more opportunities for connection and engagement with his team. His
insight aligns with Weiss et al. (2018), who showed that authentic leadership can improve
leaders’ work engagement.

Self-Control. Another mechanism that almost 50% of the leaders cited was self-control. A
leader (P9) aware of the importance of withholding information explained, “I can't necessarily
bring that information to my team, because it can create a little bit of uncertainty or loss of
confidence, potentially, depending on the topic.” There were several examples given about the

need to adjust leadership styles based on the audience. One leader (P9) explained:

I have days that I start my morning with my executive direct reports, I move to a
call with frontline individuals, then I'm on a call with my leader, and my peer
group, then I'm in a strategic discussion. And each of those require a different

piece of self.

This leader’s insight aligns with situational leadership theory and the importance of adjusting
leadership based on the needs of the individual or situation to improve organizational
performance (McLaurin, 2006).

Energy Transference. Only 20% of participants discussed energy transference as a drain to

vitality, although the number one theme in uses of vitality (65% of leaders) was the transfer of
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positive relational energy (see Leadership Behaviors section below). One leader (P8) drained

from energy transference shared:

We have an annual leadership festival. We get everybody together, all our leaders,
and it's usually two and a half days, lots of interactions with people. And I always
find myself the next morning, to be spent of energy. I am just ready to just kind of

escape, ['ve had two and a half days of having to be on nonstop.

Cameron’s research (2021) shows that positive relational energy can be a renewable resource
that energizes both the leader and the follower. However, this study’s findings are consistent
with previous research that positive relational energy does not always positively impact the
leader (Shapiro, 2021). Additional insight from the interviews is that deviations may be related to
the personality trait differences of introversion and extroversion with extroverts experiencing

more renewable energy.

Emergent Themes - Drains to Leader Vitality
Three other main themes, which are detailed in Table 5, emerged as drains to leader

vitality: loss of job control, unproductive mindsets of others, and the sense of isolation inherent

in the role.
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Table 5

Drains to Leader Vitality — Additional Themes

Theme Definition Example Quote Participant
Count

Drains to Leader Vitality

Loss of Job Control Overall feeling of not being in It's disruption that seems 17
control of the job including the =~ unnecessary, misdirected. And it
calendar (back-to-back slows me down. Somebody
meetings), disruptions caused by else's lack of preparation, or
unforced errors, low value task ~ progress or somebody else's idea
and meetings, and external of what is urgent, or an
factors causing negative impacts ~ emergency. That throws me off,
to the workforce my current cadence, it sucks a
lot of energy out of me. (P4)
Mindsets of Others — People that are self-oriented, The promise - you swear to tell 13
negative, fixed, self- have a fixed mindset or overly the truth, the whole truth, and
oriented focused on the past. This nothing but the truth. I tell
includes team members, the people all the time, too many
Board, analysts, and employees. people in corporate America,
These mindsets erode trust forget that middle bucket, the

whole truth. They know, they
know exactly what you're asking
them, they know what you're
driving towards. And they
answer the piece that gets them
hopefully the outcome they

want. (P15)
Isolation The isolation of the role and It was so stressful, not having 6
lack of people to honestly talk any colleagues that I felt like I
to. Working from home created was part of a team with other
another factor in feeling alone than my direct reports. And so

there was really no one to talk
to. I went from having three
colleagues that were in the same
line as I was to not really having
anyone. (P11)

Loss of Job Control. A key theme highlighted was loss of job control, with the most
mentioned area being loss of calendar control due to back-to-back meetings, low value meetings,

and unexpected urgent issues. Leader (P16) explained:
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I get done with a meeting and I have my admin knocking on the door because
something else has come up and I've literally got a minute to get to the next
meeting. Then I'm walking down the hall and there's the person grabbing me
because I've been in meetings all day. You're giving so much of yourself, and

you're still being pulled on.

Another participant (P3) stated when he felt most depleted, “It's a day where I feel as though I've
lost control of the calendar, and how my time is being spent.” Another leader (P4) echoed the

same sentiment:

There's a sense of loss of control as a leader and in my life, we all are confronted
oftentimes with things that aren't planned. Sometimes you're going to rush to the
fire, and it creates a different kind of energy. All of a sudden, an organized day

just got disorganized. Then you have the stress of feeling like I'm falling behind,

this is not what I want to be doing right now and it's hard to fight to focus.

These findings are consistent with research around job control, which is defined as a
broad concept referring to the degree to which people can choose their actions (Spector, 1998).
Lack of control was identified when leaders had to direct time and energy to low value, low
impact tasks. One leader (P15) shared, “But then add into it the typical things that happen in a
CEO job, which is in the middle of the day, you get these, I would argue, inconsequential
problems, [that] come to the table [because] people push them up." Leaders also expressed how

unforced errors, especially by the executive team, led to a significant drain in vitality. "I don't
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like when we make unforced errors, and it feels like the reason I'm paying attention to this thing
and not what's more important to the organization is because of something we did to ourselves"
(P2). The final factor in the job control theme was external circumstances out of the leader’s
control that caused negative impacts to the workforce, including the pandemic. A leader (PS8)
shared, "I recall making that decision (to lay off employees). I literally cried in our boardroom
with our executive team."

Counterproductive Mindsets of Others. Another theme that emerged was the impact of
counterproductive mindsets including team members, the Board, analysts, and employees. Sixty-
five percentage of leaders shared that they became drained of vitality due to the unproductive
mindsets of others. These draining mindsets include: (1) a focus on self, versus the organization
(“It's people doing things for reasons related to their own agenda or their own interest rather than
the good of the organization." (P2)); (2) people with a fixed mindset or a mindset overly oriented
towards the past (“I do have those days where people tend to cling to what they know, as
opposed to, bring in their mindset of learning. And that's frustrating for me." (P7)); and (3)
negative mindsets (“I hate negative energy; it just really drains me. When someone is like, this
sucks, and that sucks or they're manipulative or you can't trust them, trust is another big one. If
I'm surrounded by stuff that I can't trust, or I'm not sure, I don't believe it, that starts to drain my
energy” (P5)). Three participants expressed the erosion of trust as a drain to vitality due to
people’s negative mindset and self-orientation which made leaders feel that others were being
dishonest and manipulative. This finding is consistent Dutton (2003) which explains that low

quality connections take an energetic toll on people, leaving them feeling depleted.
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Isolation. The final theme that emerged was the isolation of the CEO role. Leader (P17)
shared, “It's lonely sometimes, I could call somebody, but everybody's busy.” The feelings of

isolation have only increased with working from home. A participant (P5) explained:

When I'm in the office, it's give and take; I give energy and I get replenished from
some other conversation happening here. Whereas when I'm working from home,
I'm just like giving, giving, giving, giving, and then by the end of the day, I'm just

dead.

The results of this study illustrate a list of the drains to leader vitality from both the validation of
previous research and additional insights gained. Equally important is the understanding of what

fosters vitality, the topic of the next set of findings.

What Fosters Leader Vitality
Overall, the PERMA+4, as a model for fostering leader vitality, was largely supported.

Additional themes emerged including the importance of creating thinking space in the day and

time away from work.

Expected Themes — Fosters of Leader Vitality
As expected, the PERMA+4 is a key to fostering vitality with 100% of participants citing

one or more pathways of the PERMA-+4 model of well-being. This finding is supported by
Lavrusheva’s (2020) literature review which showed that the positive antecedents of vitality
were all are elements of well-being. One leader (P18) aware of the importance of well-being
explained, “Healthy heart, healthy mind, healthy body all goes along.” Relationships were the

most mentioned theme followed by physical health, accomplishment, mindset, meaning,

33



environment, and engagement. See Table 6 for a summary of the themes that were mentioned 5

or more times. Positive emotion was only mentioned by one participant and economic security

was not mentioned at all in the interviews. Given this population’s socioeconomic bracket, it is

not surprising that economic security was not a theme. However, it was unexpected that this

sample did not mention positive emotions since previous research and theory has shown that

positive emotions foster vitality (Lavrusheva, 2020).

Table 6

Fosters of Leader Vitality — PERMA+4

Theme

Definition

Example Quote

Participant
Count

Relationships

Fosters of Leader Vitality - PERMA+4

Connection with others: family,
friends, significant other, and
work relationships

My energy is at its peak when
I'm in person with a group of
my colleagues, team, or clients.
(P6)

20

Health

Biological, functional, and
psychological health assets

I would exercise and drink a
smoothie and felt I started this
thing out the right way today,

like I already accomplished

something first thing in the

morning. And that really did

bring energy and vitality. And it
felt like I started off my day as a
winner. (P1)

17

Accomplishment

Pursuing and accomplishing
goals; striving for excellence

I get a lot of energy, when, you
know, a well laid out plan
comes together. (P4)

13

Mindset

Growth mindset, resiliency,
perseverance, positive outlook

I have people who are high in
optimism, competence and
conviction around dealing with
an issue, and we all feel that
way, and we work together, [
feel great. I just I feel like I'm
on top of the world, I get more
energy out of that. (P5)

10
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I deeply believe in the services
that we provide to our fellow
citizens. And so, when I see our
company delivering those
important services, that's what

Meani Connection to meaning, keeps melgoing.every day,
eaning purpose, and impact because it's so 1mp911ar.1t. 9
’ Beyond the business side, it’s so
important just to be able to help
people in the way that we can.
And so that's where I get a lot of
a lot of satisfaction and energy.
(P13)
All environmental factors Environmentally, just being
related to life and work here or any of our offices or any
Environment including, access to natural of our client offices, that's a big 8
light, nature, physiological stimulant, is being among
safety people. (P6)
I'm talking to people about
. strategic initiatives, or new
Engagement Using strengths to meet things, (g;r some kind of growth 5

hall iencing fl .
chatienges, experiencing tow that we're doing is much more

energizing. (P2)

Relationships. A key theme is positive relationships, both personally and professionally,
matter when it comes to fostering vitality. Several leaders shared increases in vitality from
relationships with family and friends, “I'm able to maintain bonds, with close friends and family,
like my son and my wife, and just feeling those bonds is another thing that I think is just
something I need” (P5). Another leader (P2) shared that he feels most vital when “I'm feeling
particularly connected to my family.”

Professionally, 50% of leaders discussed the vitality they gained from their teams,
particularly in helping them develop. One leader (P3) expressed that he felt vital when he had the
“opportunity to coach people on the team and help them become bigger and help them grow their
own capacity and capability.” This was reiterated by another participant (P4), “I get energy by
seeing people on my team doing something really exciting or seeing them get excited. You feel

like, as a leader, as a coach, as a mentor that you just made a difference in somebody's life.”
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Another significant theme was the time spent with frontline employees. One CEO (P9)

captured the exchange of the energy he felt:

Number one, I feed off of their energy, when they talk about how passionate they
are about the work that we're doing. When they clearly appreciate the fact that
their CEO is spending time and engaged and asking questions. It's so validating,
this mutual energy that's going back and forth. I leave those sessions just so
incredibly pumped up, because I realized that I'm bringing them energy and
validation. They're bringing me information and insights and authenticity, and

passion.

The quality of relationships was also discussed as a contributor to vitality with six leaders
mentioning trusted relationships, such as P8’s comment: “The closeness to my team, just in
terms of, really great, open conversations. I have no boundaries, no barriers to having this really
open dialogue.” Another leader (P11) talked about relationships in which she felt heard, seen,
and acknowledged, “I think it was that I was heard, and I felt really heard, which is important.”
The quality of connections was also impacted by being in person, “My energy is at its peak when
I'm in person with a group of my colleagues, team or clients" (P6).

Physical Health. Physical health was discussed by 85% of participants as a critical element in
fostering vitality; from exercise and movement to nutrition to sleep, physical health was
discussed repeatedly. “Doing some kind of physical activity gives me great energy, not
necessarily in the moment of doing it, but afterwards” (P9). “I sleep so it's probably the one thing

I do. I go to bed early, and I try to always get eight hours” (P7). “You know [I am most vital
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when], my diet is good. And getting appropriate amounts of rest” (P13). Many leaders also
discussed the importance of meditation, “I will take time to do my Calm app” (P17). “I have to
find a way to release, which I do at times when I do start to sit down and meditate” (P3). This
finding is in alignment with previous research that shows somatic health including physical
activity, healthy lifestyle habits, and good sleep are all antecedents of vitality (Lavrusheva,
2020).

Accomplishment. Another clear vitality booster for 65% of the sample was accomplishment.
Many leaders discussed that a day in which they are high in vitality is a day where they feel like
they are “winning.” As one leader (P13) expressed, “I do get fulfillment when we win at
something.” Another leader (P14) shared it is a day when, “I get to celebrate something. I can
celebrate the accomplishment of one of our leaders or in our business metric that we hit.”

Mindset. Half of the leaders discussed the importance of a productive mindset and pointed to
the elements of psychological capital including hope, efficacy, resiliency, and optimism. A
leader (P5) explained “A can-do attitude, optimism, competence, conviction, those things are
critical to me.” The same leader pointed to the importance of self-efficacy, “Confidence is so
critical to my levels of vitality.” Another leader (P11) stated very clearly, “Your mindset matters
in building your vitality.” Leaders also discussed the importance of a growth mindset, “And so
for me a big part of vitality for me personally, is I’ve realized that what has been my fuel my
whole life has been the newness of things, the uniqueness of things” (P15). Not only was the
leader’s mindset a direct contribution to vitality, but also the positive mindsets of those around
them. Leaders gain vitality from people with positive or growth mindsets. A participant (P5)
shared, “There are certain people that are a source of energy for me that help me and it's because

they always have that energy, or are super enthusiastic, happy, confident and optimistic.”
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Meaning. Connection to impact, meaning and purpose were mentioned by almost half of the

leaders. One leader (P15) expressed:

It will be the people that have worked with me or for me: I feel a real sense of joy
and excitement and accomplishment when that individual reaches out and says
something like, you may not remember me, but I was at this meeting and it really

impacted my career, or it really impacted my home life, or it really impacted me.

Another leader (P17) directly pointed to purpose, “So that's the piece that has really
helped me, living on purpose or purpose driven living. Touching people's lives gives me energy
but also gives them energy as well.” The connection between meaning and vitality has been
validated by previous research showing that meaning in life fosters vitality in elderly adults (Ju,
2017) and another study showing the same in nursing populations (Lee & Oh, 2007). The current
findings highlight that many leaders are closely connected to their meaning, purpose, and impact
and understand that it fosters vitality. “The role is a gift - it's amazing, the people you serve; it
provides an opportunity to really practice that servant leadership” (P19).

Environment. Forty percent of leaders spoke about how their environment impacts their
vitality. "Our headquarters, just the colors and the people working and collaboration and walking
through the hallways, it fills my cup up, to stop in the hallway" (P5). “Environmentally, just
being here or any of our offices or any of our client offices, but that's a big stimulant, is being
among people” (P6). “I have my highest level of vitality when I'm when I'm actually in an office

interacting with and able to collaborate quickly, able to ask questions quickly” (P10). Of this
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subset of 8 leaders, 5 talked about the weather contributing to their vitality, e.g.: “I always feel
better in sunny weather” (P2).

Engagement. The final theme of the PERMA+4 that emerged was engagement. Only one
quarter of the leaders discussed engagement as a source of vitality; however, over 50% of leaders
discussed engagement as an outcome of vitality. It appears from this study that engagement is
both an antecedent and an outcome, with more awareness around engagement as a consequence.
The greatest recognition of engagement as an antecedent centered around strategy, “I find big
strategic movements, energizing, making a deal,” (P2) and another participant (P3) spoke about a
sense of flow with the team, “feeling that the team is learning that you're moving forward that
things are clicking.” Two participants talked about the vitality gained from utilizing their
strengths including focusing on energizing tasks, “I choose to pay attention to the ones (tasks)

that give me energy and ignore the ones that suck energy” (P6).

Emergent Themes — Fosters of Leader Vitality
Two other themes emerged: 1) job control in terms of space for thinking, and 2) non-

work time, which included any time away from work. Refer to Table 7 for an overview of these

themes.
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Table 7

Fosters of Leader Vitality

Theme Definition Example Quote Participant
Count

Fosters of Leader Vitality

Job Control - Creating  Time and space for thinking that I can schedule my day to stay 15
Space for Thinking, is not back-to-back meetings. outside of the troughs and
Being Organized, Time to get organized and feel understand what energy I'm
Prepared prepared going to need. Those are some of

the best days. The other thing,
no surprise, are the days where
there is me time. Yeah, it is
when there is space, it's when I
wake up in the morning and I
have allowed myself and
scheduled the 45 Minute do “me

time.” (P16)
Vacation/Non-work Time away from work either Put[ting] my brain in a different 10
time during the day or on vacation story, in a different world, is
actually a huge recharge for me.
(P12)

Job Control. The importance of time and calendar control were emphasized in 75% of
interviews as a key to fostering vitality. A leader (P2) shared having “white space on my
calendar and not over committing” is a key to a day with high vitality. This sentiment was
repeated by participants explaining that vitality was highest when there was sufficient space for
thinking, planning, and preparing. “The days that I have the most vitality is when I have created
the space, or the space has been created throughout the day” (P16).

Non-work Time. A key theme that emerged was taking time away from work both daily and
during “vacation” time. One leader (P7) emphasized, “It's okay to take a break. And yes, you can
take a day off.” Other leaders discussed the importance of the weekend as a time for
replenishment, “Trying to disconnect from work on the weekends actually brings me energy”

(P9). Creating the space for vacation time was also discussed as a key to vitality.
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Given the above discussion highlighting leaders’ vitality, the final research question that

this study aimed to answer was how leaders effectively utilize vitality for their followers.

Leadership Behaviors

To explore this theme in greater detail, open ended questions were asked detailed in

Table 2. Clear and opposing themes emerged highlighting leaders’ behaviors with high and low

vitality (see Table 8).
Table 8
Leadership Behaviors
Participant o Then.le When Them.e When . Participant
Count Definition High in Drained of Definition Count
Vitality Vitality
13 Positive relational Positive Negative Negative relational 8
energy to others Relational Relational energy to others
Energy Energy
7 Active listening with Curious Closed More shortness in 12
a focus on curiosity, communication, less
asking good curious with others,
questions. Being less patient, and not
patient and focusing able to actively
on the development listen
of others
7 Creating a positive Positive Negative Creating a negative 9
environment through Environment Environment environment
expressing positive V through being
emotions, being fun, S irritable, visibly
happy, passionate, stressed, not
humorous, expressing expressing gratitude,
gratitude, and using being sarcastic,
engaging body showing negative
language emotion, and
showing negative
body language
7 A focus on Encouraging Discouraging Less capacity for 5
encouraging others emotional

intelligence for
others, less careful
in communication,
and less tolerance
for mistakes.
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Engaged and present Engaged Disengaged Higher disengaged,
with others overall lack of
enjoyment of the
job, and much
quieter/isolated
Clear Headed, High Capacity Low Capacity Delayed decision
increased capacity, making, less work
ambitious, and capacity, and more
focused distracted
An ability to think Visionary Myopic Lack of visionary
more broadly, leadership, less
creatively, and focus creative, and loss of
on the big picture. being able to see the
More visionary broader perspective
leadership that
creates inspiration
and motivation
4 More collaborative, Inclusive Exclusive Less inclusive and 3
open and inclusive collaborative. Less
flexible, and more
inconsistent in
leadership

Relational Energy
The number one way that leaders expressed using their vitality was for positive relational

energy. Sixty-five percent of leaders shared that when they were high in vitality, they readily

shared their energy. A leader (P4) explained:

It's contagious, right. And it's a big part of what has allowed me to build great
teams, and benefit from being a part of great teams, is being able to bring that that
energy, to be a spark, to be a source of strength and confidence and influence, it's
rewarding for me, and I think it creates a great environment within which people
like to work.

The same leader also recognized that the opposite was true when he felt drained of his vitality:
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I tend to show it so people who know me will see it. Then it creates a different set
of challenges, because they begin to wonder, is there more here? Do I have

something I need to worry about? And so it ends up having a ripple effect.

Not as many leaders (40%) realized the impact of negative energy transference. Another
interesting observation was that people who self-identified as extroverts shared that their positive
relational energy transference felt automatic and was not a conscious choice. However, leaders
that self-identified as introverts shared that transferring energy was more of an intentional
choice. As one introverted leader (P12) shared, “When I am highly vital, that is when I turn
externally because I have all the energy that I need. I am truly fully charged and so I seek others

2

out

Curiosity

Leaders’ vitality also impacted their curiosity and communication. Thirty-five percent of
the leaders explained that when they were high in vitality, they were able to listen to people more
actively, ask good questions, were patient in conversations, and focused more on the
development of others. Leader (P15) shared, “I am at my best as a CEO. I'm rarely giving
answers. I'm rarely solving problems. I'm just listening." Leaders recognized that the opposite
was true when they felt drained of vitality - they become more closed off, short and abrupt in
their communication, less curious of others, lacked patience and were unable to listen actively to

others. A participant (P9) explained:
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When I'm emotionally drained or spent it's just much more of, just the facts. Let's
do what we need to get through this discussion or this meeting. And there's just a

whole different level of energy that I bring to the discussion.

Leaders identified how their facial expression and body language changed based on their
vitality levels and how that impacted the environment around them. “It's easy for people
to pick up that something's not quite right, because my facial expressions change, and my

body language changes” (P15).

Environment

Participants (7 out of 20) in the study explained that when feeling high in vitality they
created positive, fun environments for others through expressing positive emotions like happiness,
passion, gratitude, humor, and used more engaged body language. One leader (P14) explained he
was, “Very energetic, enthusiastic, optimistic, contagiously spirited. I know that I can influence if
I'm in a good mood, I can influence those around me to be in a good mood."

Leaders were also aware of the negative environment they create when they are feeling
drained. Participants shared that they are more irritable, visibly stressed, lack gratitude, use
sarcasm, express more negative emotion, and show their drain in their facial expression and body
language. One participant (P4) shared, "I was in a meeting the other day and was irritated by
something and I was just holding my head." Environments were also impacted by their levels of

encouragement to others.

Encouragement

Leaders acknowledged that there was a clear difference in the amount of encouragement

they gave others when they were feeling vital. A leader (P5) discussed that when high in vitality
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he focused on encouraging the people around him, "I use the energy to point out people's
superpowers, what they're great at." This sentiment was echoed by several (P7) of the leaders.
Drains in vitality lead to an overall lack of awareness and emotional intelligence for others.
Leaders shared they were less careful in their word choice and less tolerant of others including

any mistakes. One leader (P12) explained she has:

No extra space for EQ, even if you intellectually know it's there, I don't have time.
I don't have time for your feelings. I've got way too many of them on my own and

I'm just too tired and can't you all see that we just need to get things done.

Given the ripple effect of leaders’ behaviors, a leader’s lack of emotional intelligence can leave

followers feeling discouraged and potentially disengaged.

Engagement
A recognition of varying engagement levels was also identified with half of the leaders

discussing the differences. Leaders shared that when they felt vital, they had a higher sense of
engagement and presence with others. One participant (P1) noted that when he was feeling vital,
he was, "engaged. And when I'm engaged, really engaged, that's going to probably bring out the
best of me." When leaders felt drained, they felt disengaged, an overall lack of enjoyment of
their job and they tended to be quieter or more isolated from others. One leader (P8) explained

their disengagement as follows:

I could be drained of my energy by something that's external from the business.

That might make me distracted or not necessarily engaged. I'm sure there are
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times particularly those people that I work with, more frequently, where they

might notice that.

Given that the leader’s emotions are contagious, a leader’s engagement or disengagement can

directly impact the emotions of their followers.

Capacity
Leaders acknowledged that vitality had a direct relationship with their mental capacity,

with high vitality supporting being clear headed, focused, and ambitious; in contrast, drained
vitality often contributed to delayed decision making, less ability to get work accomplished, and
being more distracted. A participant (P4) explained, "Being clear headed comes with being fully

charged." Another leader (P10) shared the other side of the equation:

I think what happens with me is I feel like I don't have the focus that I need to
make sound decisions, I tend to also, take longer to make a decision, just because
I just feel that I haven't really done my work on something. And then sometimes

you lose your motivation.

It is not surprising from this finding that leaders also felt differences in their visionary
leadership based on their vitality levels.
Vision

Thirty percent of leaders shared that vitality was a direct contributor to how visionary
their leadership was. When high in vitality, leaders shared that they had the ability to create

vision, think more broadly about the organization, be more creative, and focus on the big picture,

46



which led to more inspiration and motivation of others. One leader (P5) expressed how he uses

his vitality for visionary leadership:

And then all of those things enabled me to create a vision that people believe, or
they say, I think he's the right guy to follow. It creates this, emotional connection
to the vision and what we're trying to do as a team that's beyond what's on the

sheet of paper.

When drained of vitality, leaders shared that they lacked visionary leadership, were less creative,
and lost the ability to see the broader perspective, "You lose the broader perspective that keeps

things balanced" (P3).

Inclusion

Vitality also had an impact on whether leaders included or excluded others around them.
Leaders explained that when they were high in vitality, they tended to be more collaborative,
open, and inclusive. One leader (P16) explained that she had the energy to adjust her leadership
style based on the needs of the different groups she was working with. She also shared that "I am
more open minded to the team’s feedback and suggestions." Leaders noted that when they felt
drained of vitality that they were less inclusive, less collaborative, and less consistent in their
leadership. A leader (P12) explained "It's the time I am the least flexible. And in some ways, it's
probably the least inclusive version of me and the heaviest handed."

This study shows that vitality is essential for both individual leadership abilities and the
positive impact on followers. The leaders interviewed were able to easily recall days in which

they felt highly vital and the impact that had on their followers. The participants were also highly
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aware of how they showed up differently when drained. Leaders recognized that being high in
vitality allowed them to show up as their best self as one participant (P3) explained, “I feel it's
my times when I am at my best. There's energy flowing out of me into vessels of people around

2

me.

Discussion

Given that leaders are leaving large organizations in droves, and nearly three-quarters of
leaders are reporting burnout (HR Executive, 2021), it is time we started focusing more on how
to combat it. We expect leaders to put everything into serving their organizations, but we rarely
question how they can do so, or how their companies can support them. Vitality is a key to
combat burnout, maximize leadership capacity, and help leaders care for themselves with
organizational support. This study contributes to the research base in leader vitality and is an
important step in understanding how to protect leaders from burnout.

Insights from this study shed light on the psychological mechanisms that leaders are
aware drain their vitality including emotional labor, self-control, and energy transference, and
shows that leaders are mostly unaware of the drain of emotional dissonance. By bringing more
top of mind awareness to the negative impacts of emotional dissonance, there is an opportunity
to help leaders align their inner and outer emotional worlds to build stronger, more authentic
relationships. Leaders must be educated on the multiple mechanisms that drain vitality to
illuminate the importance of continually fostering their resources.

Additionally, there are differences in vitality drains from energy transference that
potentially correlate with the personality traits of extroversion and introversion. Leaders with
more extroverted personalities feel less depleted and more energized from sharing positive

relational energy, where more introverted leaders feel depleted, which aligns with personality
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research (Cherry, 2019). Engin Denizland Satici (2017) examined the Big Five personality traits
related to subjective vitality and found that openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, and
agreeableness were all positively associated with subjective vitality, with extraversion being the
most significant predictor. Perhaps at the heart of Engin Denizland Satici’s (2017) research
finding is the relationship between extraversion and the renewable effects of positive relational
energy. Bakker et al. (2006) also showed that extroverts tend to engage in intense personal
interactions that counteract burnout, which can be attributed to gains in vitality.

It is also important for introverted leaders to be aware of the potential drains from energy
transference and recognize the value from engaging in high-quality personal interactions when
depleted. One introverted leader (P12) shared that her natural tendency when feeling depleted is
to not interact with others and that this tendency “accelerates the drain.” However, when she
fights this natural tendency, “It gives me a bump sometimes out of the total drain to be able to
work through something in a given moment. It doesn't fully recharge, but it gives me a way to
bring a better version of myself in a moment when I need it when I am drained.”

Additional insights into vitality drains include loss of job control, the unproductive
mindsets of others, and isolation created from the role. We often do not think that CEOs perceive
low job control, but this study found otherwise. Support for why leaders feel a drain from loss of
control comes from a meta-analytical study conducted by Park et. al (2014), which showed that
lack of job control is significantly correlated with the factors of burnout. Interestingly, on the
side of fostering vitality, we also see the opposite theme emerge in job autonomy. CEOs shared
that having space in their day for thinking, planning, and organizing is essential in fostering their
vitality. A key takeaway is to bring awareness to the importance of daily calendar and task

management to foster vitality and maximize leadership capacity.
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Another insight was the impact of other’s unproductive mindsets in draining vitality.
People with negative, fixed, and self-focused mindsets were named as significant factors in
vitality drains. This finding is consistent with research from Dutton (2003) which explains that
low quality connections take an energetic toll on people, leaving them feeling depleted. Further
support comes from Ebner et al. (2022) where they completed a qualitative study examining
behaviors of what they termed “energy vampires” and determined that these behaviors included:
criticizing others, glorifying themselves, inflexibility in thinking, no appreciation for others,
superficial or inauthentic behaviors, seeing mostly obstacles, creating problems, primarily
serious in their demeanor, and lack empathy for others. Carnevale et al. (2018) demonstrated that
energy vampires constitute a threat to energy by draining psychological resources through their
behavior. Energy vampires are another reason leaders need to spend more time focused on
fostering their vitality. CEOs and other leaders would serve themselves and the organization to
recognize these behaviors and set about removing them.

Finally, the loneliness and isolation of the CEO role emerged as a theme that drains
vitality. Harvard Business Review's first CEO Snapshot Survey in 2012 found that half of CEOs
report experiencing feelings of loneliness in their role, and of this group, 61 percent thought it
hindered their performance (Harvard Business Review, 2012). CEO loneliness is a pervasive
issue that was highlighted in this study. Given that so many of the drains highlighted in this study
are unchangeable demands of the role, it is essential that leaders understand how to foster their
vitality.

Several of the PERMA+4 pathways were highlighted as keys to fostering vitality with
relationships as the most mentioned theme followed by physical health, accomplishment,

mindset, meaning, environment, and engagement. This study’s findings on the importance of
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relationships are consistent with research in High Quality Connections (HQC) which are
characterized by an uplifted feeling a person gets through a positive interaction at work
(Spreitzer et al., 2011). HQCs energize and restore people through interactions that are
characterized by mutual trust, engagement, and positive regard, which have the power to increase
vitality (Dutton, 2003). We see from both the drains and the fosters of vitality that relationships
matter, but more importantly quality relationships matter.

Another critical theme that emerged was physical health. Although many leaders know
that physical health is important to vitality, leaders often sacrifice their health due to the high
demands of their roles. The Rippe Health Assessment Study of 200 Senior Executives (three
fourths of which were Fortune 500 executives) found that senior executives have a higher risk of
heart disease with 73 percent of the participants living sedentary lifestyles, and a high number of
participants experiencing elevated cholesterol, high blood pressure, and obesity (Gaman, 2022).
Unfortunately, top level leaders are often deprioritizing physical health, absorbing high levels of
stress, traveling extensively, sleeping less, and consuming unhealthy diets, leading to 50% higher
costs for health-related illnesses over other level employees (Fleming, 2021). This study provides
further evidence that there is a significant relationship between physical health and vitality;
however, it is not enough just knowing this connection - leaders need to focus on prioritizing
their health and organizations need to support them.

Another potentially trait-based finding in what fosters vitality came from the PERMA+4
pathway of accomplishment. Getting vitality through accomplishment closely aligns with
content-based theories of achievement motivation. Content-based theories of achievement
motivation focus on psychological traits that drive internal energy towards a goal (Kanfer et al.,

2017). Achievement motivation theories focus on the need for achievement as a primary source
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of directing energy. Leaders tend to have high levels of achievement motivation and therefore
pursue more opportunities for accomplishment (Kirkpatick & Locke, 1991). Perhaps there is a
circular pattern in which leaders are motivated by the need of achievement and then the
accomplishment creates more vitality to then be redirected to pursuing more goals.

Two other themes emerged including job autonomy and the importance of time away
from work. We see that job autonomy, even at the CEO level, is critical to fostering vitality.
Support for this finding comes from Tummers et al.’s (2018) finding that employees’ subjective
vitality was positively impacted by job autonomy, and from Hétinen et al.’s (2007) results that
perceived job control mediated decreases in burnout. This study highlights that even at the CEO
level, leaders are not exercising control over their calendars enough to create the daily vitality
needed and therefore should take back control.

This study further supports that CEOs and all leaders need to care for themselves in order
to care for others including taking time away from work. Although this insight seems obvious,
time away from works continues to be a struggle at both top leadership levels and throughout
organizations. A study completed in January of 2022 showed that on average, employees in the
U.S. had 9.5 unused vacation days left at the end of 2021 (Qualtrics, 2022). CEOs not taking
vacation time is a well-documented issue with several articles highlighting this issue; for
example, the CEO of Whole Foods had $613,836 banked because of 2,703 time-off hours he had
not used in his 24 years at the company (Chicago Tribune, 2015). This study highlighted that not
only is vacation time essential, having daily time away from work is also critical, but
challenging. As one leader (P12) shared, “If I am not reading, it is a big red flag. And ironically,
I haven't picked up a book in probably three months.” Leaders at every level should be aware of

the important vitality gains from time away from work and create the needed boundaries to make
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it happen on a continuous basis. These boundaries can be essential for creating the space for the
pathways of well-being that were shown to build vitality as well.

One of the most interesting insights of the study is how leaders utilize their vitality for
their followers and the potential negative consequences to their leadership when drained. This
study further underscores the importance of vitality as a key to impacting others. Eight opposing
themes emerged around how leaders utilize their vitality for followers. Leaders high in vitality
use that positive energy to transfer it to others, create positive and inclusive environments,
engage with others, encourage the people around them, show up with curiosity, and overall have
more mental capacity for their roles. On the other side, leaders that are drained transfer negative
energy, create environments that are negative and exclusive, show up closed and discouraging to
others, and have lower mental capacity. Leaders need to care for their vitality not only as a
protection against burnout, but also as a key to maximizing their leadership performance.

This study also showed that the drains, fosters, and uses of leader vitality are more
universal and may not be directly influenced by demographic differences. The sample for this
study was intentionally selected to include gender and ethnic diversity as well as cut across
multiple industries. Interestingly, there were no significant differences in themes based on
demographic or industry factors. This homogeneity shows that leader vitality may be a general
concept at the CEO level and potentially more influenced by personality traits. However, more
research should be done with larger sample sizes to confirm this finding.

This study provides insight into leader vitality from the perspective of some of the most
influential and pressured leaders in the country. The hope is that this knowledge can now be
applied to a broader leadership audience and make a significant contribution to how

organizations support leaders in the future with a focus on leader vitality. Organizations must
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focus on not only how to cultivate leadership that serves followers and organizations, but also
how to care for leaders and support leaders to care for themselves in the process. Organizations
need to be aware of the incredible pressure, vitality demands, and increasingly superhero
requirements placed on leaders. The awareness of how leadership can drain vitality can help
organizations be more thoughtful and proactive in ways to foster vitality to protect leaders from

burnout.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research Directions

There are several strengths of this study including getting access and a firsthand account
of leader vitality from influential CEOs who face extreme demands both internally and
externally. This study also was able to recruit a relatively diverse sample even with a
homogenous target population. Another strength of this study was the semi-structured interview
approach which illuminated important themes in fosters, drains and uses of leader vitality.
Finally, this study took several steps to enhance validity.

There are also limitations of this study that could be addressed with future research. First,
this study focused on leaders only in the US, limiting the generalizability of the results. Also, the
qualitative study is an extreme sample from the top level of US based organizations. Future
research should include international participants and leaders at multiple levels. Another
limitation of this study is related to diversity. This study used convenience sampling, which
limits the diversity of participants. It is important to study leader vitality and well-being in larger
and more diverse samples across multiple countries. This study was also cross-sectional in nature
which makes the findings limited. Future longitudinal research could help us better understand
leader vitality over extended periods. Experimenter bias could also be eliminated with future

research by having researchers that are less familiar with the concept of leader vitality. This
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study also does not account for mono-method and self-report bias (Donaldson & Donaldson,
2021). Future studies focused on ruling out these potential threats to validity by using more than
self-report measures of leader vitality, well-being, and leader capacity are recommended. Future
research can further explore the early findings in personality dimensions for vitality and should
explore the Big Five factors of personality. Finally, given the unexpected absence of positive

emotions as a theme in fostering vitality, additional studies can explore this finding.

Conclusion

According to both the Stanford School of Business and Harvard Business School,
burnout costs businesses between $125 billion and $190 billion every year in healthcare costs in
the United States alone (Garton, 2017). Many aspects of leadership are energy intensive, and
organizations are facing an epidemic of leader burnout (HR Executive, 2021). This study helps to
further the academic research in leader vitality by providing a summary of what drains and
fosters this important resource. The results shed light on psychological mechanisms that drain
leaders’ vitality, including emotional labor, self-control, loss of job control, the unproductive
mindsets of others, and isolation created from the role. Several of the pathways of the PERMA+4
model of well-being were highlighted as fosters to vitality, including high-quality relationships,
physical health, accomplishment, mindset, meaning, environment, and engagement. The
importance of vitality as a foundation to leadership was clear from the results: leaders need to
care for themselves to care for others. This study serves as a contribution to the research in leader
vitality to support leaders and organizations in protecting leaders from burnout, maximizing

leadership capacity, and helping leaders care for themselves with organizational support.
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Appendix A

Table 9
Final Coding Scheme
Leader Vitality Code Description
Antecedents — Foster Positive Emotions
Based on the PERMA+4 Engagement
Model Positive Relationships
Meaning
Accomplishment
Health
Mindset
Environment

Drains — Based on
psychological mechanisms

Leadership Behaviors — High
in Vitality

Leadership Behaviors —
Drained in Vitality

Economic Security
Job Control
Vacation/Non-work time

Self-Control

Emotional Labor
Emotional Dissonance
Energy Transference
Loss of Job Control
Unproductive Mindsets of Others
Isolation

Positive Relational Energy
Curious

Positive Environment
Encouraging

Engaged

High Capacity

Visionary

Inclusive

Negative Relational Energy
Closed

Negative Environment
Discouraging

Disengaged

Low Capacity

Myopic

Exclusive
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From Burnout to Vitality: The Importance of Leader Vitality for Maximizing Performance

Much has been made of labor shortages caused by the Great Resignation, but it’s not just
workers who are rethinking their priorities: Corporate America is facing a crisis in leadership.
Since 2010, the Chicago-based executive outplacement firm Challenger, Gray & Christmas has
been tracking the comings and goings of US CEOs, and it has found that while CEO exits went
down slightly in 2022,! they have been on an upward trajectory since 2004.> Many of the
departures in what has been called “the great CEO exodus™ have been from high-profile
companies, including EBay, Netflix, and McDonald’s. But with more than a thousand CEOs
leaving their jobs annually,* the problem is much larger than headlines suggest. The age and
length of tenure of departing CEOs dropped in 2022, and the current health, political, and
economic environments create an expectation for leaders to show up as everything to everyone,
like business superheroes. They face incessant demands, from cultivating teams to building
culture to increasing the bottom line, all while being asked to see to it that employees thrive.

With nearly three-quarters of leaders surveyed reporting burnout,® it is time we started focusing

on how to support the C-suite differently. We expect leaders to serve at their full capacity, but

rarely question how they gain the internal resources to do so.
As a public company CEO coach and having studied leaders and teams for more than two

decades—including interviewing almost two dozen Fortune 1000 CEOs—I have found that one

! https://www.challengergray.com/blog/december-2022-ceo-turnover-report-ceo-changes-fall-to-lowest-level-since-
2017/

2 https://www.nxtmine.com/economics/ceos-are-quitting-their-jobs-at-the-fastest-pace-on-record/

3 https://fortune.com/2020/02/26/the-great-ceo-exodus-o0f-2020/ , https://www.inc.com/christine-lagorio-
chafkin/biggest-ceo-exits-2019.html, https://www.morningbrew.com/daily/stories/2019/09/25/ereat-ceo-exodus-
2019, https://s4netquest.com/press/why-the-great-ceo-exodus-in-america/

4 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/12/11/challenger-nearly-150-ceos-departed-in-november.html

5 https://www.challengereray.com/blog/september-2022-ceo-turnover-ceo-exits-rise- 1 7-ages-tenures-of-exiting-
ceos-fall/

6 https://hrexecutive.com/number-of-the-day-leader-burnout/,
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/leadership/employee-wellness-in-the-corporate-workplace.html
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trait is paramount in maximizing leader performance and longevity: vitality. Vitality is an inner
resource that includes physical energy, psychological energy, and emotional energy. It is the
opposite end of the continuum to burnout. Leadership vitality is the key to maximizing
leadership performance while at the same time caring for the leader themselves.

The concept of vitality traces back to Ancient Greek and Asian cultures; it is known as
chi in China, ki in Japan, bayu in Indonesia, and prana in India, and it describes the underlying
energy or life force flowing through all living things’. And it is contagious. My research shows
that leaders with vitality transfer their energy to their teams, create positive and inclusive
environments, engage with others, encourage people around them, show up with curiosity, and
overall have more mental bandwidth to carry out their roles.

How can leaders cultivate vitality? In 2018 the psychologists Martin Seligman, director of
the Penn Positive Psychology Center and Zellerback Family Professor of Psychology at the
University of Pennsylvania,® posited five pathways of well-being and Stewart Donaldson,
Distinguished University Professor at Claremont Graduate University and the executive director
of the Claremont Evaluation Center, added four additional to create the nine pathways of
wellbeing. * My research has shown that these nine pathways are keys to increasing vitality:

1. Experiencing positive emotions such as happiness, joy, gratitude, and so on;

2. Being fully engaged in meaningful activities;

7 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0732118X19300248
8 https://ppe.sas.upenn.edu/people/martin-ep-seligman

° https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/sites/default/files/permawellbeing.pdf:
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsye.2021.817244/full
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3. Maintaining positive relationships through connections with others that are authentic

and supportive and make you feel nurtured and valued;

4. Being connected to and living your purpose in life;

5. Accomplishment through pursuing and achieving goals and striving for greatness;

6. Maintaining good physical health and a robust activity level;

7. A positive attitude toward growth, perseverance, hope, and optimism;

8. The environment you spend most of your time in; and

9. Economic security, or our perception of your financial position, or financial stability.

It is essential that organizations and leaders reframe how we think about leaders and
leadership using these pathways as a foundation. Leadership is a full-body experience; well-
being and leadership capacity cannot be separated and it’s essential to embed well-being into all
leadership development programs. The CEOs I interviewed highlighted several of these
pathways as critical to fostering vitality, mentioning relationships most often, followed by
physical health, and multiple quantitative studies also validate the elements of well-being as a
key to fostering vitality.!

The question is, where do you start? It may seem daunting to try to get all these pathways
going at once, but you can start anywhere, and small steps like the ones below can lead to big
impacts. These smalls steps fall into two main categories: internal dialog and concrete actions.
Internal dialog includes making time to reflect on long-term goals, embracing a growth mindset,

and practicing self-compassion.

10 https://www.calfund.org/wp-content/uploads/FBtW-Draft-12.5.22.pdf:
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsye.2022.884672/full
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Concrete actions might include things like:

¢ Intentionally making tiny tweaks throughout the day that bring you joy; perhaps putting
pictures of the people you love on your desk, for example.

e Focusing on quality relationships that energize you. All leaders I interviewed spoke about
the importance of personal and professional relationships, pointing to the energizing
effect of their high-quality connections. Prioritize those relationships that bring you
energy and invest in them by making time to connect for dinner, a walk, or a weekly
phone call.

e Cultivating more meaning by helping others. Many leaders derive inspiration from
spending time with frontline workers. One CEO said, “It’s so validating, this mutual
energy that’s going back and forth. I leave those sessions so incredibly pumped up.”
Consider spending more time with lower-level employees; it will energize them, too.

e Focusing on things that serve your body. Small steps can lead to big improvements so,
start with the easy ones: drinking more water, cutting back on processed foods, and
moving more often during the day. Another good place to start is to schedule an annual
physical exam to get baseline metrics for vitals like blood pressure, nutrient levels, and
inflammation markers that you can work on improving.

e Spending more time outdoors, even if it’s just having the occasional lunch al fresco or
taking a break outside for even a few minutes.

Cultivating any of the well-being pathways will help foster your vitality and at the same time

grow your leadership capacity. Cultivating all of them would be a huge win, but finding the time

could seem like an impossible challenge.

78



Three-quarters of the CEOs I spoke with discussed the importance of making space in their
day to think, plan, and get work done as an essential part of their vitality. Not overcommitting
and the need to specifically schedule downtime cannot be stressed enough. While most leaders
are aware of the importance of prioritizing and managing their time effectively, they are often
plagued by back-to-back meetings without a moment to transition, let alone think. This issue has
only become worse as virtual work has increased. “When I’m working from home, I’'m giving,
giving, giving, giving,” one CEO said. “By the end of the day, I'm just dead.” This lack of space
reduces effectiveness, and vitality research shows its negative impacts to leadership capacity,
including lowered mental function, increased discouraging behaviors, closure to others’ ideas,
and the creation of negative work environments. There is a perception that CEOs should have
more control of their time than other team members, but my research suggests that one of the
biggest issues for this population is out-of-control calendars. To regain some balance, schedule
downtime on your calendar. Create blocks of time for thinking, reflecting, or simply relaxing,
every day. Consider changing meeting durations from a half-hour or an hour to 20 or 45 minutes.
An organization can change its calendaring system globally to these default meeting times.
Transition time gives you and others in the organization space to recover and think.

So, what makes this all so hard? The fact is that every day leadership is draining, probably in
more ways than you realize. Many of the behaviors you may take as routine—overriding or
inhibiting your own needs; showing emotions that do not reflect how you actually feel; and
working to transfer positive energy to others—are actually huge energy drains. These
psychological mechanisms are required as a part of day-to-day leadership, but they take a toll.

Being aware of that can help you focus on prioritizing ways to foster your vitality.
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Another major issue is that there are people in every organization who just drain you. Of the
CEOs I interviewed, 65 percent mentioned people with negative, fixed, and self-focused
mindsets as significant factors in vitality drains. These “energy vampires” tend to criticize others
and glorify themselves, are inflexible in their thinking, show no appreciation for their team
members, are superficial or inauthentic, create problems, see mostly obstacles, and lack
empathy.!! They are one more reason we need to spend more time focused on fostering our own
vitality but perhaps more important, because it’s often impossible to tune such people out—and
they can negatively affect entire departments—it’s up to CEOs and other leaders to recognize
these behaviors and set about removing them from the organization. Doing so will increase
vitality up and down the ranks.

Finally, it’s important to recognize the isolation inherent in many leadership roles. “An
effective CEO is a friend to everyone,” one CEO told me, “but has no friends.” He pointed out
that the one question found to correlate most strongly with employee engagement in the
workplace is, Do you have a best friend at work.!? “If you are a good CEO,” he said, “the answer
must be no. HBR's first CEO Snapshot Survey in 2012 found that half of CEOs report
experiencing feelings of loneliness in their role, and of this group, 61 percent thought it hindered
their performance. This job hazard does not seem to be changing much over time; a 2018 study
published in the Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies concluded that the pressures of
the role, increased social distance and lack of support, organizational conditions, and exhaustion

all contribute to feelings of loneliness among leaders.!3 It is essential to focus on cultivating your

T https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-positive-leadership-good-remedy-against-energy-vampires-
ebner/?trackingld=HDSBdiEwSCm8AFOwQLdsMA%3D%3D

12 https://www.gallup.com/workplace/397058/increasing-importance-best-friend-work.aspx

13 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1548051818774548
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network and quality relationships to combat this loneliness. Finding external peer groups can be
a great way to create support and connection with others in your same role.

Given that so many of the drains highlighted are unchangeable demands of the
leadership, it is essential that leaders and organizations learn to prioritize and foster vitality.
The first step toward taking action is getting a sense of your vitality levels. The Leader Vitality
Scale (LVS) I developed in 2022 with Stewart Donaldson offers 11 questions that can help in
your assessment. Once you’re aware of how the demands and drains of everyday leadership
affect your vitality, you can begin working to maximize your performance, starting with building
new habits through the pathways of well-being. The questions on the LVS are listed below with
ideas for action steps. Find the small step that is right in front of you and take it. Know that by

moving in the right direction, you will not only feel better, but you will also lead better.

LVS Question Potential Actions

Physical Vitality

I drink water throughout the day Consider adding 16-24 ounces of water to your morning routine

I regularly eat healthy Incorporate more vegetables into your daily nutrition

I incorporate movement into my day Utilize walking meetings especially for one-on-ones

I have the physical stamina to do the Do an energy check in during the day to bring more awareness to your
things I want to do in my life energy

Psychological Vitality

I feel alive and vital Find opportunities throughout the day to increase your joy

I nearly always feel awake and alert Increase sleep hygiene with a consistent bedtime routine

I feel at choice in what thoughts I give Consider a regular meditation practice to gain more mind mastery
attention to

I am able to maintain a positive outlook | Begin a daily gratitude journal

Emotional Vitality
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I can influence my emotions when Practice taking a deep breath before responding to a challenging

needed situation

I have the energy I need to manage my Create space in the day that is unstructured to think

stress

I have the emotional stamina to face Create time at the end of each day to pause and reflect

problems

Once you have taken steps for your own vitality, give yourself permission to start
incrementally changing your company’s culture. Bring other leaders onboard in cultivating
vitality as an important resource by openly discussing the importance of this resources as a key
to leadership performance. Once you get their buy-in, then together you can resolve to begin
steering the company toward supporting leaders to care for themselves so they can better serve
their teams and the organization. It may seem like a heavy lift at first, but in the end, you will not
only be protecting yourself against burnout, you will also be paying it forward to other leaders,

thereby creating a thriving organizational culture.
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