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Abstract
Recent organisational research shows that employee engagement is strongly associated with important business outcomes such as productivity, profitability, staff turnover, and workplace accidents (Harter et al., 2002). Early theory defines engagement as the extent to which individuals bring their physical, cognitive, and emotional selves into their work roles, highlighting psychological safety—the sense of being able to express oneself without fear of negative repercussions—as essential for such involvement (Kahn, 1990). However, leadership has often been examined separately from factors like psychological safety, emotional intelligence (EI), employee well-being, and cultural context, resulting in a lack of comprehensive models that explain how these elements interact.
This dissertation reviews peer-reviewed studies to explore how leadership affects employee engagement and performance. It addresses four key questions: how leadership, engagement, and performance are conceptualised and connected; how psychological safety and emotional intelligence act as mediators; how leadership operates in cross-cultural teams; and how leadership behaviours support well-being to maintain engagement and performance. Using a qualitative, literature-based critical review and thematic synthesis, the study finds that transformational leadership is positively linked to engagement and performance, with engagement partly mediating this relationship (Helalat et al., 2024; Hoekx et al., 2024). Psychological safety is shown to mediate the connection between leadership and engagement, while EI enhances safe and inclusive environments through empathetic leadership practices (Kiruthiga et al., 2025; Budiadi, 2026). Effective leadership in cross-cultural contexts requires adaptability and strong communication, whereas poor leadership undermines both well-being and performance (Ahmad, 2024; Hamzah and Nordin, 2022). Additionally, supervisor engagement does not directly lead to employee engagement. Instead, affective commitment plays a mediating role (Vera and Sánchez-Cardona, 2023). Overall, the findings support an integrated model in which leadership promotes psychological safety, well-being, and positive workplace relationships that drive engagement and successive performance, offering practical perceptions for leading diverse and hybrid teams.
Keywords: leadership, employee engagement, performance, emotional intelligence, psychological safety, well-being, cross-cultural.

1. Introduction
To achieve their goals, organizations depend on the effective use of their resources, which can be human, financial, technological, or material assets. The most important part of an organization is human resources, as organisational success basically depends on people. The management of employees is a key factor in achieving strategic objectives and sustaining competitive advantage. 
Human resources are developed and managed through effective leadership. As stated by Armstrong and Taylor (2023), leaders are responsible for attracting, developing and retaining capable employees, managing their performance, rewarding their capabilities, ensuring positive interpersonal relationships. Effective leadership also contribute to creating a supportive work environment that heightens job satisfaction, motivation, and improves employees’ engagement and performance.
Organizational behaviour is “like an iceberg, has a small visible dimension and a much larger hidden portion” (Robbins et al, 2015). On the surface are the organizational objectives and goals, structure, culture, policies, technology, chain of command, but under the surface there are the thing leadership needs to understand and manage. These underlying factors influence how employees engage and perform within organisations, making leadership a critical area of study.
Despite the multitude of studies on leadership, gaps remain in better understanding how leadership influences employees’ engagement and performance in organizational settings. Organizational behaviour can be challenging for leaders in their role to motivate and influence their employees in their commitment and performance, especially in cross-culture teams, where fairness, inclusion, and people skills are essential. Psychological safety and emotional intelligence as mediator factors in leadership – engagement – performance relationship linked to leadership in a culturally diverse background provides growing interest in academic research, however limited in understanding the extend of leadership influence in these constructs. The study seeks to address these gaps by analysing leadership effectiveness in influencing employees through diverse styles, behaviours and skills.

.
1.1 Background
Employees engagement and performance is widely known to be critically shaped through different leadership styles, yet the process remains disputed. According to Khan (1990), employees’ engagement, known to be the emotional investment people put in work, is essential in organizational productivity and effectiveness. Higher engagement is linked to transformational and servant leadership styles, while transactional leadership points to optional compliance (Helalat et al, 2025). While multiple studies reflect the motivational influence of leadership, others emphasize the importance of organizational culture, industry, and work environment as influencers (Mehrad et al, 2020). Therefore, the different opinions in research highlight a gap in understanding the influence of leadership in people management to engage and perform towards organizational goals. 
Instead of collecting new data, this study will critically analyse existing literature (books, academic research, journals, reports), to examine how different leadership styles can positively influence employees engagement and performance, directly or indirectly, highlighting the leaders ability to shape employees’ experiences, capabilities and outcomes through their interaction, attitude and decisions. The study discovers key patterns, themes regarding the relationships between leadership, engagement and performance concepts, contradictions, and gaps in researched information.

1.2 Problem Statement
Organizations often encounter obstacles in their projects to achieve organizational goals, one of them being the low employees’ engagement and performance, due to poor leadership skills. Employees register low productivity when leadership behaviour within an organization is lacking adaptability, empathy, trust, and people skills, affecting the company’s reputation, as well as the personnel engagement and performance (Sajjad, 2024). Even with all the research regarding leadership influence on employees, is still not clear which leadership style is the most suitable to direct towards achieving goals and add value to the organization. Therefore, the review and analysis of existing research will give a better understanding about the relationship between leadership and employees’ engagement and performance.

1.3 Research Aim
The aim of the study is to understand the relationship between employees’ engagement and performance, and to examine how leadership influences this relationship in the workplace, by analysing existing studies and theories, to reveal themes and patterns, inconsistencies, contradictories and gaps in knowledge.

1.4 Research Objectives
1. To understand the concept and relationship between leadership, employees’ engagement, and performance, within organizational settings.
2. To investigate the role of psychological safety and emotional intelligence as mediators in leadership – engagement – performance relationship.
3. To explore leadership efficiency in cross-cultural teams.
4. To examine employees’ well-being significance in engagement and performance.


1.5 Research Questions

1. How are the concepts of leadership, employees’ engagement, and performance, and their relationship defined in organisational literature?
2. How does psychological safety and emotional intelligence mediate in the leadership – engagement – performance relationship?
3. How do leaders manage to influence engagement and performance in cross-cultural teams?
4. How does leadership behaviour support employee’s well-being to maintain engagement and performance?

1.6 Rationale of the Study
Reviewing the literature shows that definitions vary, not always being consistent, therefore the need analysing and synthesising research studies. Literature supports the leadership as an influencer of engagement and performance, but employee’s perception of leadership style may differ, especially in cross-culture organisations, studies referring to organizational behaviour as a challenge for each leadership approach.

1.7 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to analyse the influence of leadership on employee’s engagement and performance within organisational settings by reviewing academic literature. The study aims to identify the link between engagement and performance and to analyse employees’ behaviour and productivity under different leadership style, in diverse culture. In the end, the study will provide theoretical understanding for organisational leaders looking to improve employees’ engagement and performance.


2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
As this study is based on secondary research, the literature review critically analyses existing studies on leadership, engagement, and performance, providing a profound understanding of the influence of leadership over employees’ productivity and well-being.
Leadership is widely acknowledged to be a critical factor that, through behaviour and leading methods, influences motivation, productivity, and commitment (Priyanti et al., 2025). According to Kahn (1990), employees’ engagement is influenced by psychological factors such as safety, availability, passion for results, all determined by leadership behaviour. The statement is supported by recent research, confirming that positive leadership behaviour related to psychological safety, emotional intelligence, psychological well-being, and trust, provides a safe working environment able to increase employee engagement and performance (Groth, 2023; Stander, Maximo and Coxen, 2019; Nair, Prasad and Nair, 2020).  Employees who are highly engaged tend to show greater productivity, creativity, and dedication, which in turn enhances overall organisational performance (Bakker and Demerouti, 2008).
This literature review provides a critical analysis of the links between leadership, employee engagement, and organisational performance. It further investigates important mediating factors such as psychological safety and emotional intelligence, while also considering the effects of cross-cultural contexts and employee well-being. 

2.2 Leadership concept and style influence
There are various leadership styles, each providing different outcomes in delivering engagement and performance. From the autocratic style, where the leader makes decision without involving others, to the transformational style, where the leader motivates and inspires others, the organizational behaviour differ, affecting the organizational performance as well. Studies have shown that the transformational leadership style is the most associated with higher performance, as the employees are supported and motivated, aligning with organizational goals (Priyanti et al., 2025). Although transformational leadership is one of the most approached styles linked to engagement through psychological safety and thriving at work (Rabiul et al, 2023), newer leadership styles, such as servant and ethical, focus more on the well-being and support of employees. In today’s people-focused business environment, approaches that emphasise shared power, employee well-being, and ethical behaviour are the most effective for combining relational and ethical leadership perspectives. 
The literature underpinning this dissertation is largely shaped by two dominant leadership frameworks—transformational and transactional—while authentic leadership has developed as a third, increasingly influential perspective.
Transformational leadership, developed by Bass and Avolio (1994), is defined by four key components: motivating others with a clear vision, leading by example, encouraging new ideas and thinking, and giving personal attention and support to everyone. Antariksa and Budiadi (2024) capture its essence by noting that such leaders motivate and challenge employees to surpass expectations through a shared vision and a supportive organisational culture. In contrast, transactional leadership relies on mechanisms such as contingent rewards and management-by-exception, encouraging adherence, rather than deep commitment. A systematic review by Mehrad et al (2020), covering 55 studies across various databases, identifies both approaches as important factors in delivering workplace outcomes, although transformational leadership is more consistently linked to stronger engagement. Supporting this, Nawaz et al. (2024), in a study of 200 employees, found that transformational leadership is strongly associated with engagement, transactional leadership showed a weaker positive effect, and laissez-faire leadership was negatively related to engagement.
Authentic leadership, conceptualised by Walumbwa et al. (2008) as a style grounded in self-awareness, internal moral standards, balanced decision-making, and relational transparency, has gained increasing attention. Zhu (2025), in a systematic review covering studies from 2000 to 2023, argues that authentic leadership works particularly well in challenging and diverse settings, where its emphasis on ethical behaviour builds trust and keeps people engaged even in difficult situations.
This perspective expands the discussion beyond the transformational–transactional divide and is particularly relevant when considering leadership in cross-cultural settings.
Other styles also have an impact over engagement, but in different manners: the democratic leadership encourages collaboration and ownership, increasing performance; the transactional leadership relies on routine tasks, using rewards as motivation and punishments to maintain compliance; autocratic and laissez-faire styles, decrease engagement and performance, due to limitation of expression.

2.3 Employee Engagement: Definitions and Theories
The concept of employee engagement was first introduced into academic literature by Kahn (1990), whose qualitative studies identified three psychological conditions under which individuals bring themselves fully into — or withdraw from — their work roles: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Kahn defined engagement as the connection of individuals' selves to their work roles, involving physical, intellectual, and emotional manifestation during role performance.
Schaufeli et al. (2002) later explained engagement as a positive and satisfying state of mind at work, made up of three parts: energy and mental strength (vigour), feeling enthusiastic and proud about the job (dedication), and being fully focused and deeply involved in the work (absorption). Vera and Sánchez-Cardona (2023) use this same definition, which also forms the basis of the widely used Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) seen in many of the studies in this review. Imam, Sahi and Farasat (2023) expand the idea by looking at engagement in terms of thinking, feelings, and physical effort, and use Social Exchange Theory (SET) to show how support from leaders leads to higher employee engagement and better performance.
Employees engagement is, according to Harter et al. (2002), the individual’s satisfaction and enthusiasm in work involvement. Saks (2006) divided the engagement in two categories: job engagement, where the employee is engaged in the work role, and organizational engagement, performing as part of the organization. Employee engagement is the link between leadership and performance. Engaged individuals execute higher task performance, show better organizational behaviour and innovative spirit (Pryianti et al., 2025). 
Adamu et al (2025) describe employee engagement as a worker’s emotional and mental attachment to their organisation and its success, combining motivation, loyalty, and job satisfaction in the same concept. Engaged employees are also more likely to show greater innovation and creativity, which helps improve the organisation’s competitiveness. Vujko et al. (2022), explain that engagement involves a psychological presence while performing work roles, and they find that it increases when employees feel they belong and believe they are valued by their managers.
Importantly, engagement is not the same as job satisfaction or motivation, even though it includes aspects of both. Hoekx, Lambrechts, and Vandekerkhof (2024), using Maslach et al (2021) theory, explain that engagement is the opposite of burnout. They are also inspired by Schaufeli et al. (2002) to show that engaged employees are full of mental energy, feel enthusiastic, and are willingly and deeply involved in their work.

2.4 Employee Performance: Measurements and Dimensions
The link between leadership and performance is often explained through employee engagement. Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) helps make sense of this by suggesting that employees give back when they are treated well. When leaders show support, act fairly, and recognise employees’ efforts, workers are more likely to feel engaged and, in turn, perform better. Recent studies measured the impact on performance through various quantitative methods, the findings suggesting that the performance is indirectly affected by the relationship between leadership and engagement.
The meta-analysis of Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002), based on 7,939 business units across 36 companies, established strong organizational relationships between employee engagement and a multitude of outcomes including customer satisfaction, productivity, profit, employee turnover, and safety accidents. This study stands out because of its large size and because it looks at teams rather than individual employees, making the link between engagement and performance more useful for managers.
The individual-level equivalent comes from Hoxha and Ramadani (2024), who studied 350 employees in a Kosovo energy firm and found that intrinsic motivation has a bigger influence on job performance and is positively related to employee engagement, also helping explain how inner motivation leads to going beyond normal job duties. Vera and Sánchez-Cardona (2023) look at performance from a supervisor level. In their study of 570 employees working under 88 supervisors, they found that employees’ emotional attachment to the organisation explains the link between supervisors’ engagement and employee performance. This means it’s not just that a supervisor’s energy passes directly to employees, but that employees perform better because they feel emotionally connected. These findings challenge simpler ideas that assume engagement automatically spreads from managers to staff.
Helalat et al (2024), in a study of 293 employees in five-star hotels in Jordan, found that transformational leadership improves employee performance by increasing work engagement. In simple terms, leaders boost performance by getting employees more involved and connected to their work and its goals.

2.5 Emotional intelligence
Emotional intelligence (EI) is a key feature for leadership effectiveness in influencing engagement and performance. It refers to the ability to identify, understand and manage emotions, translating in self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills (Goleman, 1995). In leadership research, emotional intelligence (EI) is now seen less as a fixed personality trait and more as a group of skills that can be learned, helping leaders better create environments that encourage employee engagement.
Budiadi (2026) reviewed 50 studies from 2010 to 2023 and found that leaders with strong emotional intelligence are better at creating workplaces built on empathy, clear communication, and respect, which helps keep employees highly engaged. Kiruthiga, Varde and Shalini (2025) support this idea by recommending ongoing training for managers that focuses on emotional intelligence, handling conflict, and flexible leadership skills to help maintain psychological safety.
The link between emotional intelligence (EI) and transformational leadership is deeper than just adding them together. Budiadi (2026) explains that EI is a key part of transformational leadership, especially in how leaders give personal attention to employees. It helps leaders understand and respond to the feelings of team members, making their leadership more genuine rather than just superficial. This suggests that training programmes that only teach transformational leadership behaviours, without developing EI, may create leaders who know what to say but not when or how to say it effectively.

2.6 Psychological Safety as a Mediator
Psychological safety, first defined by Edmondson (1999) as a shared feeling that a team is safe to speak up and take risks, has become an important idea linking leadership behaviour to employee engagement.
Kahn (1990) had already highlighted safety as one of the key conditions for engagement, noting that people are more involved in their work when they feel they won’t face negative consequences for expressing themselves. Hoekx et al (2024) turn this into a clear model. Using data from 508 employees in Belgian family businesses, they show that CEOs who use transformational leadership increase employee engagement, and that psychological safety helps explain this link. When employees feel safe, they are more likely to share ideas, admit mistakes, and ask for help, which boosts their energy, enthusiasm, and focus on work.
Kiruthiga, Varde, and Shalini (2025) argue by looking at high-performing teams. They explain that managers can either support or block psychological safety. Inclusive leaders who communicate with empathy and offer steady support encourage teamwork, learning, and idea sharing. In contrast, strict or inconsistent managers reduce trust, discourage open communication, and increase stress at work.
Zhu (2025) also notes that authentic leadership is very effective in improving psychological safety because it focuses on honesty, transparency and strong moral values, helping employees feel more comfortable speaking up and acknowledge mistakes.

2.7 Employee well-being in engagement and performance sustenance
Employee well-being is now an important topic in workplace research, as organisations increasingly focus on overall performance in a more complete and balanced way. Well-being includes physical, mental and emotional health, and how satisfied people are with their lives (Danna and Griffin, 1999).
Research shows a clear link between well-being and employee engagement. When employees have good well-being, they are usually more engaged at work because they feel more energetic, motivated, and able to handle challenges (Vesere, 2025). However, when well-being is low, often due to stress or burnout, engagement and performance tend to decrease.
Ahmad (2024), in a study of 400 public sector employees in Pakistan, found that poor leadership strongly harms both employee well-being and performance. Problems like weak communication, lack of support, and poor team management reduce engagement and lower organisational results.
Hamzah and Nordin (2022), studying 110 university staff in Malaysia, found that support from supervisors affects how employees feel emotionally. These emotions then influence how engaged they are at work. Positive feelings increase engagement, while negative feelings reduce it. They concluded that good supervisor–employee relationships, which encourage positive emotions and reduce negative ones, are important for organisational success.
Imam, Sahi, and Farasat (2023), using Social Exchange Theory, found similar results in the Indian automobile industry. In their study of 249 employee–leader pairs, they showed that when employees feel supported by leaders, they become more engaged, which then improves performance. They also found that internal communication affects how strong this relationship is.
Overall, these studies suggest that well-being is not just a separate result of leadership. Instead, it is the emotional process through which leadership influences employee behaviour. Therefore, well-being should be considered both an outcome and a driver of engagement and performance.

2.8 Cross-cultural environment and engagement
The globalization of today’s business environment brings together diverse cultures, meaning that leadership and employee engagement presents challenges through communication, values, expectations and the way others perceive the organizational behaviour.
Snell (2021) studied 382 healthcare workers and found that people who have stronger cross-cultural psychological capital, meaning personal skills and strengths that help them adapt to different cultures, tend to feel more committed to their organisation and engage better at work. This is because they handle cross-cultural interactions more positively, which is linked to higher engagement (Kotze and Massyn, 2019).
A also explains that after COVID-19, diversity research has shifted from simply focusing on representation to focusing more on inclusion. Leaders are now expected to actively promote inclusion, develop cultural understanding, and manage diverse teams across countries.
The XLQ model's five dimensions — trust, empathy, transformation, power, and communication — provide a practical specification of what cross-culturally effective leadership looks like in practice.

2.9 Synthesis and Research Gap
The literature reviewed highlights the complex and interconnected relationship between leadership, employee engagement, and performance. Leadership influences engagement through various mechanisms, including the provision of resources, the creation of supportive environments, and the development of strong interpersonal relationships.
Psychological safety and emotional intelligence emerge as key mediating variables that explain how leadership behaviours translate into employee outcomes. While psychological safety focuses on the work environment, emotional intelligence emphasises the role of emotions and interpersonal dynamics.
Cross-cultural leadership adds another layer of complexity, highlighting the importance of cultural adaptability and inclusiveness in diverse work environments. Additionally, employee well-being plays a critical role in sustaining engagement and performance, reinforcing the need for leadership approaches that prioritise holistic employee development.
Despite extensive research, important gaps remain in the literature. First, psychological safety and emotional intelligence are rarely examined together within a unified model of leadership influence. Second, cross-cultural research on engagement often neglects the underlying psychological processes. Third, employee well-being is commonly treated as an outcome rather than a core element within the leadership–engagement–performance relationship.
This dissertation addresses these gaps by proposing an integrated framework that explains how leadership affects engagement and performance through psychological safety, emotional intelligence, cross-cultural factors, and well-being. It argues that leadership effectiveness depends on context, particularly in culturally diverse organisations where values such as collectivism and individualism differ. Because employees vary in cultural understanding and capabilities, leadership approaches cannot be uniformly applied with the expectation of identical outcomes. Further research is needed on how and when specific leadership practices are most effectively implemented.


3. Research Methods and Methodology

3.1 Research Design
This dissertation uses a qualitative, secondary, literature-based critical review. It draws on published academic studies as its main evidence and uses thematic synthesis to analyse the findings. This design is suitable for exploring concepts such as engagement, psychological safety, and well-being, which are subjective and vary across contexts. It is also consistent with similar approaches used in prior literature, including systematic reviews (Budiadi, 2026.; Zhu, 2025) and qualitative syntheses (Nawaz et al., 2024). At undergraduate level, this approach is appropriate because the aim is to critically evaluate and integrate existing research rather than collect new primary data.

3.2 Research Philosophy and Approach
The study follows an interpretivist philosophy, which assumes that concepts like engagement and psychological safety are socially constructed and shaped by context. As Kahn (1990) suggests, engagement is a role-based experience influenced by meaning, safety, and personal readiness, rather than a fixed measurable trait. Therefore, an interpretive approach is more suitable. The study uses an inductive approach, identifying patterns and mechanisms across the literature (e.g., psychological safety frequently appearing as a mediator between leadership and engagement) rather than testing a predefined model.

3.3 Source Selection
Sources were gathered from academic databases including Google Scholar, Research Gate, Scopus, ProQuest, and Emerald Insight. Search terms included leadership, employee engagement, performance, psychological safety, emotional intelligence, cross-cultural factors, and well-being. Only peer-review, English-language studies focused on organisational behaviour or HRM were included, with priority given to recent publications (2020–2025), except for key foundational works such as Kahn (1990), Goleman (1998), Blau (1964). The focus of the study dataset includes 20 studies (Table 1).

3.4 Sample of Sources
The selected 20 studies cover diverse methods and contexts, allowing for triangulation across evidence types. These include large-scale meta-analyses (Harter et al., 2002), cross-sectional SEM studies in countries such as Jordan and Belgium (Helalat, 2024, Hoekx, Lambrechts, and Vandekerkhof, 2024), multilevel studies involving supervisors and employees in Ecuador (Vera and Sanchez Cardona, 2023), mixed-method research combining surveys and interviews (Kiruthiga, Varde and Shalini, 2025). The studies span multiple countries, including Pakistan, India, Malaysia, Canada, and several European and Middle Eastern contexts, providing broad cross-cultural coverage for analysis.

3.5 Data Analysis
The data were analysed using thematic synthesis guided by the four research questions. Each study was examined for definitions of engagement and performance, leadership mechanisms influencing engagement, and contextual influences such as culture and sector. The findings were coded into five main themes: conceptual definitions, leadership–engagement pathways, psychological safety and emotional intelligence, well-being, and cross-cultural influences. Contradictory findings were also considered as meaningful insights. For example, evidence that supervisor engagement does not always transfer to employee engagement (Vera and Sanchez-Cardona, 2023) was used to challenge simplified assumptions about negative organizational behaviour.
3.6 Ethical Considerations
As a secondary research study, no primary data collection or human participants were involved. Ethical responsibility focused on academic integrity: accurate representation of all cited authors' methods and findings, correct attribution, and avoidance of fabrication or misrepresentation. The Ethics Form was already submitted, and the link can be found attached in Appendix.

3.7 Limitations
The study is limited by the nature of the existing literature. Several included studies rely on cross-sectional and self-reported data, which restricts causal conclusions (Kiruthiga, Varde and Shalini, 2025.; Hoekx, Lambrechts, and Vandekerkhof, 2024). Findings from single-country samples may not fully generalise across different cultural or organisational contexts. In addition, publication bias may overemphasise positive relationships between leadership and engagement (Zhu, 2025). Finally, variations in how engagement and performance are measured across studies limit direct comparability, requiring careful and non-standardised synthesis.

4. Analysis of Findings and Discussion

4.1 Introduction

Across the twenty studies reviewed, a generally consistent—though not entirely conclusive—pattern emerges. Leadership style plays a key role in shaping employee engagement, and engagement in turn explains much of the link between leadership and performance. This relationship is further influenced by factors such as psychological safety, emotional intelligence, well-being, and cultural context, which affect how strong and how effective this process is. The four research questions of this dissertation are discussed individually below.

4.2 Research Question 1: How Are Leadership, Employee Engagement, and Performance Defined and Related?
The reviewed studies show at least three similar, but not identical ways of defining employee engagement, and these differences matter because they lead to different conclusions about how leadership affects performance.
Kahn (1990) describes engagement as employees fully bringing themselves into their work roles. He sees it as something shaped by context, depending on three conditions: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. In this view, leadership is important because it creates the environment that allows employees to express themselves at work.
Harter, Schmidt and Hayes (2002) define engagement by how involved, satisfied, and enthusiastic are the employees about their work. Their large study shows that higher engagement is linked to better business outcomes, such as productivity, profit, and customer satisfaction.
Another approach, used by Hoekx, Lambrechts, and Vandekerkhof (2024) and Mehrad et al (2020), defines engagement as a positive and energetic mental state, shown through energy, dedication, and deep focus on work.
These differences are important. Kahn focuses on workplace conditions, Harter focuses on attitudes, and Schaufeli’s (2002) approach focuses on energy and motivation. Future research should clearly state which type of engagement they are studying when examining how leadership affects it.
Even though definitions of engagement differ, most studies agree that it is the main link between leadership and performance. In other words, leadership influences performance largely by affecting how engaged employees are.
For example, Helalat et al (2024) studied employees in five-star hotels in Jordan and found that transformational leadership improves performance, with employee engagement partly explaining this effect. Similarly, Nawaz et al. (2024) and Antariksa and Budiadi (2024) identify transformational leadership as the style most strongly linked to engagement. Nikolaou et al. (2024) also found that transformational leadership has a stronger positive relationship with engagement than transactional or laissez-faire leadership. Zhu (2025) adds that authentic leadership, which focuses on honesty, trust, and ethical behaviour, also supports engagement by creating psychological safety.
However, most of these studies use cross-sectional data, meaning they show relationships but not clear cause and effect. It is therefore uncertain whether leadership increases engagement, or if already engaged employees encourage more positive leadership behaviour.

4.3 Research Question 2: Psychological Safety and Emotional Intelligence as Mediators
The role of psychological safety as a link between leadership and engagement is most clearly tested by Hoekx, Lambrechts, and Vandekerkhof (2024), who studied 508 employees in Belgian family firms. Using statistical modelling, they found a full pathway: transformational leadership improves psychological safety, which then leads to higher employee engagement. This is one of the strongest pieces of evidence in the reviewed studies and supports Edmondson’s (1999) theory. It also fits with Kahn’s (1990) idea that feeling safe is a key condition for engagement, even though his work came much earlier.
Kiruthiga, Varde and Shalini (2025) add more detail by showing that psychological safety works at both team and individual levels, and that managers can either support or harm it. They found that strict, authoritarian leadership reduces trust and increases anxiety at work. This matches Ahmad’s (2024) findings that poor leadership harms well-being and engagement. Together, these studies show that psychological safety depends not only on positive leadership actions but also on avoiding negative behaviours, which is often overlooked.
Emotional intelligence (EI) plays a different role. Instead of directly linking leadership to engagement, it mainly helps or strengthens that relationship. Budiadi’s (2026) review suggests that leaders with high EI are better at creating supportive and open environments, making their leadership more effective. This means EI training could improve how well leaders apply transformational leadership, rather than acting as a separate factor. This idea is supported by Kiruthiga et al (2025) who recommend leadership development programmes that include EI, conflict management, and adaptability. However, most studies focus only on leaders’ EI, while the role of employees’ EI in engagement and performance is less explored.

4.4 Research Question 3: Cross-Cultural Dimensions of the Leadership–Engagement–Performance Relationship
The cross-cultural studies in this review show an ongoing tension between the idea that good leadership is universal and the reality that it depends on context. The GLOBE framework (Volkova, 2024) shows that leadership behaviours are understood differently across cultures. Some styles, like charismatic or value-based leadership, are widely accepted, while others, such as participative or team-oriented leadership, vary depending on cultural norms.
Snell (2021) found that cross-cultural psychological capital (PsyCap), the personal ability to adapt to different cultures, has a strong positive effect on employee commitment. This suggests that employees’ own skills and mindset are just as important as leadership style. It highlights a bottom-up perspective, which is often overlooked in research that mainly focuses on leaders. In practice, this means organisations should not only train leaders but also help employees build cross-cultural skills.
However, an important limitation in the literature is the lack of long-term or experimental studies on how leadership, engagement, and performance differ across cultures. Most research is based on single-country studies and then treated as if the results apply everywhere. Volkova (2024) argues in her cross-cultural thesis and suggests that leadership should be flexible and adapted to different cultural contexts. Deeper research would compare similar groups across different countries, but this approach is largely missing in the studies reviewed.

4.5 Research Question 4: Leadership Behaviour, Well-Being, and the Maintenance of Engagement and Performance
The role of well-being in this dissertation is mainly explained through Ahmad’s (2024) study and Hamzah and Nordin’s (2022) model. Both show that the quality of the relationship between leaders and employees strongly affects how employees feel, and these feelings then influence their engagement and performance. Hamzah and Nordin (2022) show that supervisor support affects engagement through employees’ emotions (both positive and negative), rather than directly. Ahmad (2024) also shows that specific leadership failures, such as poor communication and lack of support, lead to clear negative effects on well-being and performance.
Zhu (2025) connects well-being to authentic leadership, suggesting that leaders who are honest, self-aware, and ethical create environments where employees feel valued and safe. This supports both well-being and engagement. These findings, along with research on psychological safety and emotions, suggest that these ideas are closely linked and form part of the same overall environment, where employees feel respected, supported, and understood.
Dash (2022) highlights that leadership style affects employee outcomes and job satisfaction. While this seems straightforward, it becomes more meaningful when combined with Vera and Sánchez-Cardona’s (2025) findings, which show that a leader’s own engagement influences employee performance mainly through emotional commitment rather than directly increasing employee engagement. This suggests that leaders’ own well-being and engagement are important not just as causes of employee well-being, but as key factors that affect overall organisational performance.

4.6 Critical Synthesis: Strengths, Limitations, and Unresolved Questions
The combined findings from these twenty studies strongly suggest that transformational and authentic leadership styles increase employee engagement. Psychological safety and emotional intelligence also play important supporting roles, enabling engagement to result in performance outcome, helping this entire process work effectively. The Gallup meta-analysis (Harter, Schmidt and Hayes,2002) offers the strongest real-world evidence linking engagement to performance, while Hoekx et al (2024) provide the strongest support for the role of psychological safety as a mediator.
However, there are several limitations. First, most studies rely on cross-sectional, self-reported survey data, which cannot prove cause and effect. This means it is unclear whether leadership drives engagement or if engaged employees influence leaders to behave more positively. Second, many studies are based on single-country samples, which limits how widely the findings can be applied, even though they are often presented as universal. For example, some studies mention diverse organisations but do not clearly explain the cultural context. Third, “performance” is measured in different ways across studies—such as individual tasks, extra-role behaviours, or overall business results—making direct comparisons difficult.
Finally, there is a clear gap in the research. While well-being, psychological safety, and emotional intelligence are each studied separately in relation to leadership and engagement, very few studies examine all three together in one model. Zhu (2025) comes closest by linking these ideas in a review, but there is still a lack of direct empirical testing. This creates an opportunity for future research and could support further development of this dissertation.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Introduction

This dissertation examined how leadership influences employee engagement and performance, with particular attention to psychological safety, emotional intelligence, cross-cultural contexts, and employee well-being as mechanisms through which leadership effects translate into sustained performance outcomes. The analysis addressed the four research questions: leadership – engagement – performance ps, definitions and relationships; psychological safety and emotional intelligence as mediators; cross-cultural environment, and well-being – engagement sustenance.

5.2 Key Conclusions

Research Question 1
Research consistently shows that transformational leadership is linked to higher employee engagement and better performance, with engagement partly explaining how leadership affects results (Helalat et al., 2024). Harter et al.’s (2002) large meta-analysis also shows that engagement and job satisfaction are strongly connected to outcomes like productivity and profit across many organisations.
However, a key issue is that “engagement” is defined differently across studies. Some see it as employees fully expressing themselves in their roles (Kahn, 1990), others as enthusiasm and involvement in work (Harter et al, 2002), and others as energy, dedication, and focus (Hoekx et al, 2024). These differences make it harder to directly compare findings across studies.

Research Question 2
Psychological safety plays a key role in linking transformational leadership to employee engagement (Hoekx et al, 2024), meaning it is not just a result but an important step in the process. Kiruthiga et al (2025) found that behaviours like inclusive leadership, empathetic communication, helpful feedback, and allowing mistakes are the strongest factors in creating a sense of safety at work. Emotional intelligence (EI) supports this by helping leaders build empathy and respect (Budiadi, 2026). However, no study in this group has examined EI and psychological safety together in one model, which highlights an important gap for future research.

Research Question 3
Leadership across cultures can be more effective when depending on the context and the quality of relationships, rather than using the same fixed style in all situations (Volkova, 2025). The GLOBE and XLQ frameworks highlight trust, empathy, and communication as key skills for leading across cultures. Snell (2021) found that employees’ cross-cultural psychological capital (PsyCap) helps predict how emotionally and morally committed they feel to their organisation. However, most studies are based on single countries and do not directly test how culture changes these relationships, so conclusions about cross-cultural leadership are mostly based on assumptions rather than direct evidence.

Research Question 4
Supervisor support affects employee engagement through how it influences emotions at work, with both positive and negative feelings partly explaining this link (Hamzah and Nordin, 2022). Poor leadership is also strongly linked to lower well-being and worse performance (Ahmad, 2024). Importantly, Vera and Sánchez-Cardona (2023) found that a supervisor’s engagement is not necessarily influencing employee engagement. Instead, it works indirectly through employees’ emotional commitment, which challenges the idea that engagement simply “spreads” from leaders to staff.

5.3 Practical Recommendations

· Leaders should create psychological safety through their actions. This means being inclusive, communicating with empathy, and being open to mistakes, since these behaviours are the main factors that help employees feel safe in a team.
·  Invest in emotional intelligence training. Leaders with high emotional intelligence help create a work environment based on empathy and respect, which supports ongoing employee engagement. This is a skill that can be developed, not just an inborn quality.
· View well-being as something that drives performance. Leaders should support employees’ emotions through recognition and good relationships, not just focus on tasks, because employees’ emotional well-being partly explains how support leads to higher engagement.
· Develop cross-cultural leadership as a key skill. In diverse teams, leaders should be flexible and adapt to the situation, focusing on trust and communication, while avoiding stereotypes and strengthening their ability to build relationships across cultures.

5.4 Limitations and Future Research

Most of the empirical studies use cross-sectional surveys, self-reported data, and single-country samples. This limits the ability to determine cause-and-effect relationships and makes it difficult to apply findings across different cultures. Future research should focus on longitudinal or multi-wave studies, explore combined models that include psychological safety, emotional intelligence, and well-being together, and carry out cross-cultural comparisons that directly test how culture influences the leadership–engagement link. It should also examine hybrid and remote working environments after COVID-19, where engagement and well-being may function differently.

5,5 Conclusion
Leadership affects performance mainly by creating the right psychological and social conditions—such as safety, emotional well-being, and commitment—that allow employees to fully engage in their work. This relationship works through multiple pathways and depends on context, rather than simply spreading attitudes from leaders to employees (Vera and Sánchez-Cardona, 2023). Therefore, leadership development should focus on strengthening supportive, empathetic, and culturally flexible behaviours that help sustain both engagement and performance over time.
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