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Abstract

This qualitative study answers the call of leading authors for more research into wellbeing following the impact of recent global events on the world of work. The aim of the research was to understand how line managers impact employee wellbeing and performance in the context of a post-Covid world. The pandemic highlighted the importance of wellbeing in a fully functioning society, and since then, additional pressures have surfaced in the form of global unrest and the cost-of-living crisis. As employees are facing a new set of wellbeing challenges, the research aimed to explore how managers can either help or hinder their ability to cope. The literature suggested that managers are ideally placed to influence employee wellbeing as they have control over many factors that can affect wellbeing in the workplace such as resources and workload. This supervisor support is key to releasing employee discretionary effort and preventing issues such as absence, turnover and disengagement. This exploratory study, underpinned by phenomenology as a research approach, utilised data from four in-depth interviews with experienced employees to explore the effect of managers on employee wellbeing. The findings indicate that, in tumultuous times such as these, employees need to feel cared for and valued and that supervisor support is more important than ever. Managers who foster basic psychological needs and do so in a human, emotionally intelligent and tailored way, appear to have positive effects on wellbeing and performance. Social exchange theory was very much evident in the data, with both managers and employees benefitting from the leader-member exchange – employees in terms of wellbeing and managers in terms of loyalty and performance. 
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Introduction

Recent global challenges such as Covid, conflict and the cost-of-living crisis have led authors such as Dundon, et al (2023), to call for more qualitative research to explore the lived experiences of different occupational groups, to determine the factors and suggest interventions that could influence engagement, wellbeing and ultimately sustainable organisational performance. 

In the past organisations may have defined their success in terms of profit or efficiency, but increasingly they are including employee wellbeing as more central to their strategic objectives (Isham, Mair and Jackson, 2021). Some have realised that focussing on wellbeing helps to achieve Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) goals, whilst others have recognised the link between wellbeing and overall performance. Employee expectations have also influenced this shift, in the aftermath of the pandemic with employers appreciating the need to focus on wellbeing if they are to recruit and retain talent (KPMG, 2022). Under the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, employers have a duty of care towards employees in terms of their health and wellbeing, but actions have often been reactive rather than proactive (Joshi and Gers, 2023; Kinder, Hughes and Cooper, 2023). The pandemic focussed minds in terms of wellbeing, with employees expecting more from their employers in this respect and many employers facing higher instances of employee mental, as well as physical ill health (Joshi and Gers, 2023; Tinline and Davis, 2023). 

It could be argued that organisations have a moral responsibility to look after their employees’ wellbeing since this impacts the wellbeing of families, the community and society as a whole (Allas and Schaninger, 2020). In this respect, managers should be role models of virtuous behaviour (Redin et al, 2023), which, again, could positively influence the behaviour of employees in the home environment and create conditions that help children thrive. At the very least, fostering positive relationships and reducing stress in the workplace could mean less stressed parents, who provide a more positive home environment that is supportive of children’s mental health (World Health Organisation, 2014). Good work can also provide employees with a sense of purpose, meaning and place in society as well as increasing employee resilience against the trials and tribulations of the modern world – work can therefore play a role in collective wellbeing, benefitting all (Kinder, Hughes and Cooper, 2023). 

Several studies have identified the mutually reinforcing nature of wellbeing and performance. Positive wellbeing appears to enhance performance and performance bolsters wellbeing (Engage for Success, 2014; Gutierrez et al, 2020). Wellbeing seems to influence performance by reducing sickness absence and improving physical and mental health and by helping to release discretionary effort, as well as reducing turnover (Hesketh and Cooper, 2019).  However, the relentless pursuit of productivity can cause wellbeing to dip, with employees experiencing burn out and stress; a paradox exists whereby wellbeing increases productivity, but increased productivity negatively affects wellbeing (Isham, Mair and Jackson, 2021). Managers, however, can intervene and make all the difference when employees start to experience wellbeing issues – they can provide support by varying workload, making reasonable adjustments in the case of ill health such as flexible working and providing emotional support (Bryan, Bryce and Roberts, 2022; Li et al, 2022; McKinsey, 2022). 

Definition of Wellbeing

This study will focus on work-related wellbeing, that is psychological, physical and social wellbeing. According to Guest (2017), psychological wellbeing can be described as either hedonic or eudemonic. Hedonic wellbeing relates to happiness and can equate to job satisfaction, whilst eudemonic wellbeing relates to thriving at work and finding purpose and meaning. Sallas-Vallina, Alegre and Lopez-Cabrales (2021) describe psychological wellbeing as ‘Happiness at Work’ incorporating engagement, job satisfaction and organisational commitment. The concept incorporates the compatibility principle which states that positive attitudes predict better behaviour (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006, as cited by Sallas-Vallina, Alegre and Lopez-Cabrales, 2021). Physical wellbeing can encompass energy or exhaustion and social wellbeing arises from positive relationships, social support, trust and fair treatment (Grant et al, 2007, as cited by Marescaux, De Winne and Forrier, 2019). 

Definition of Performance

In their study, Marescaux, De Winne and Forrier (2019) describe the difficulty in attributing high organisational performance to specific factors and chose to focus on individual task performance as a variable in their research on the impact of HR practices on wellbeing and performance. Although this difficulty is acknowledged, this study will explore participants’ perceptions of how a line managers words or actions impacted their individual performance, as well as that of the organisation. 

According to Guest (2017), there is sufficient evidence that wellbeing causes good performance at individual and organisational level, when taking into consideration certain workplace practices. Indeed, the ‘happy-productive’ worker thesis has been the focus of many organisational wellbeing programmes (Gutiérrez et al, 2020). Of particular relevance to this study, Guest (2017) cites work that describes a link between trust, a positive psychological contract and employee participation, all of which can be impacted by line management behaviour. It is therefore reasonable to assert that line managers can directly or indirectly affect employee wellbeing and that this could in turn impact individual and organisational performance. 

Changing Employee Expectations and Changing Contexts

Employee expectations regarding supervisor support have changed in recent years (Yorgancioglu Tarcan et al, 2021). Employees expect their line managers to look after their interests and if this is perceived, this has a positive effect on their performance, whilst lack of support has the opposite effect. This change in attitudes is apparent through a rise in resignations (Callaghan, 2022), disengagement (Cholteeva, 2022) and employee activism in the form of strikes and is likely to have been compounded by the recent pandemic. Research by Yorgancioglu Tarcan et al (2021) demonstrated that mushroom management (keeping employees in the dark and not communicating with them) had no effect on performance, whilst perceived supervisor support had a significant effect. By being friendly, taking employee views into consideration and minding their values, employees felt appreciated and cared for, which increased their performance. 
Attitudes are changing on a global scale with people taking action over racism (#Black Lives Matter) and Sexual Harassment (#MeToo). Organisations are being encouraged to respond by making their policies on inclusion clear to employees and ensuring their line managers have core people management skills (CIPD, 2022a). Even before the pandemic, stress and mental health were becoming greater issues in workplaces, mainly due to the intensification of work and increase in office based, sedentary occupations (Wilkinson, 2022). However, since the pandemic, wellbeing issues continue to surface – most recently these have included the menopause, fertility issues and the effect of social media, plus the ‘always on’ culture associated with mobile phones. As a result, employees expect their managers to take account of such issues and generally look after their employees and their wellbeing (KPMG, 2022). 

The pandemic has also presented new wellbeing challenges such as Long Covid, as well as the increased uptake of hybrid or home working. Managers are ideally placed to protect employee wellbeing, however, by making reasonable adjustments to the workplace in the case of continued ill health (Bryan, Bryce and Roberts, 2022) and adapting their management style such as increasing communication in the case of hybrid working (CIPD, 2022b). McKinsey (2022) have suggested that today’s complex business environment requires leaders to consider a wide range of stakeholders, including employees and that leaders need to be human-centred and adopt a servant leadership style where they focus on making their employees’ lives easier. 

Role of Manager and Management Styles

[bookmark: _Hlk128579465]According to Montano, Schleu and Hüffmeier (2023), leadership research has tended to focus on the effect of leadership styles on performance and not their effect on wellbeing. A meta-analysis by Montano et al (2017), however, found that there were strong associations between several leadership styles and mental health. Six years later another meta-analytic study was published that explored the relative effects of different leadership styles (Montano, Scheu and Hüffmeier, 2023). This study concluded that transformational, relations-oriented and task-oriented leadership had the strongest associations with positive mental health, whilst destructive and laissez-faire leadership had the strongest associations with negative mental health. The authors suggested that leadership development programmes could cover the core behavioural characteristics of transformational leadership, plus the importance of a balance between setting clear goals and work tasks and having good relationships with employees. They also suggested that the characteristics of unfavourable leadership styles be explicitly addressed. 

McKinsey (2022), following research into effective leadership in the 21st century, concluded that servant leadership was the most appropriate style in the current complex business environment. This has similarities with compassionate leadership, which advocates managing employees in an assertive, yet compassionate way to support business objectives (Hougaard, Carter and Hobson, 2020). Both styles appear to utilise wellbeing as a way of achieving employee performance. This seems to indicate that modern management may need to focus on wellbeing, if it is to be effective. 

Interestingly, there appears to be a biological justification for promoting a caring approach in the workplace. According to Boo (2023), the human body has three regulation systems – threat (underpinned by cortisol and adrenaline), drive (underpinned by dopamine) and soothing (underpinned by oxytocin) systems.  These chemicals can either cause anxiety, stress, feelings of pleasure or contentment. The three systems need to be in balance for people to be effective in work, but often only the threat and drive systems are being activated. The soothing system counteracts the other two, by boosting resilience. Line managers can activate this by showing compassion and a caring attitude towards staff. In Boo’s research, those described by participants as highly effective displayed on average twice as many caring cues as those described as average. 

Factors that Affect Wellbeing

Many leading organisations such as the NHS and CIPD have created ‘Domains of Wellbeing’ that are applicable to the workplace. In the case of the CIPD, these include health, good work, values/principles, collective/social, personal growth, good lifestyle choices and financial wellbeing (Suff, 2022). People Management often features in these models; the CIPD, for example, specifically refers to the importance of good line management, in terms of management style, acting as role models and their ability to take action to reduce stress. 

The ASSET model put forward by Robertson and Cooper, 2011 (as cited in Sandilya and Shahnawaz, 2018), includes 6 factors that drive wellbeing and performance. These include:

Resources and Communication – people are equipped with the information and resources to do their job.
Control and autonomy – people have some control over how their work is done.
Work-life balance/overload – people feel sufficiently challenged but not overwhelmed.
Job security and Change – people feel secure, and experience change positively.
Work Relationships – people feel supported and safe.
Job conditions – people have a sense of purpose and goals are clear and realistic.

By focusing on these and managing these without micromanagement (in a theory Y way, trusting employees), line managers can influence both wellbeing and performance. According to Tinline and Davis (2023), focusing on a small number of these factors, will reduce stress and enhance wellbeing and performance. Managers are in the best position to do this as they can coach and vary duties to individual needs and the context. 

Although some authors argue that many of the factors that influence wellbeing are also essential for performance, Guest (2017) claims that several HR practices that are seen as antecedents to wellbeing are not typically viewed as antecedents to performance. If the primary goal of HR practices is to improve wellbeing, Guest argues that a particular set of practices need to be focussed upon. These include:

Investing in Employees – training and development, leading to self-efficacy, an antecedent to wellbeing.
Engaging work – autonomy.
A positive social and physical environment – prioritising health and safety, social interaction, lack of bullying and harassment, fairness, equal opportunities.
Voice – two-way communication, individual and collective mechanisms.
Organisational support – participative, supportive management, employee involvement, supportive and developmental performance management (rather than punitive), family friendly and flexible working opportunities. 

These workplace practices foster wellbeing and a positive employment relationship, based on trust and a fulfilled psychological contract, which then can lead directly or indirectly to individual and organisational performance. Clearly, the ‘organisational support’ factor outlines how line managers can potentially affect wellbeing and so performance. This argument relies on wellbeing being associated with high energy and better health and the idea of social exchange and mutual gains. 

Sallas-Vallina, Alegre and Lopez-Cabrales (2021) built on the work of Guest (2017) and proposed the following as dimensions of wellbeing orientated HR practices:

Employment Security
Training and development
Job quality
Information sharing
Use of Teams
Relationship with the immediate manager

This model more specifically highlights the role of the manager, in particular receiving support and guidance from the supervisor, feeling recognised and appreciated and receiving help from the manager if there is a problem.  As the role of the line manager receives more attention in this study, it may suggest that over time, the line manager has been recognised as playing an increasingly important role in employee wellbeing. This is not surprising since line managers are in the position to influence many of these factors and can also affect wellbeing by providing support and making employees feel valued and cared for. Reasonable work demands, having sufficient resources and support and having some control over your work are widely accepted to be important factors to maximise wellbeing (Tinline and Davis, 2023). It is important to challenge people, to avoid ‘rust out’ (boredom) and ‘burn out’ (stress) - managers can promote wellbeing by providing these challenge pressures and reducing hindrance pressures such as unnecessary bureaucracy (McLarty et al, 2021; Tinline and Davis, 2023).  

The literature also emphasises the important role managers play in enhancing employee engagement and psychological safety, which in turn affects wellbeing and performance (Engage for Success, 2014). Managers create psychological safety by providing appreciation and support. This fosters trust and creates a safe environment for employees to voice their concerns, which in turn encourages collaboration and teamwork (Biricik Gulseren et al, 2021, McKinsey, 2022). If employees feel trusted, valued and appreciated, they also repay this with working beyond their job descriptions and releasing ‘discretionary effort’, as well as displaying Organisational Citizenship Behaviours such as helping others (Hesketh and Cooper, 2019; McLarty et al, 2021; Haile, 2022). According to Hesketh and Cooper (2019) the least amount of effort an employee feels they need to make to avoid action by an employer is 30%. As the optimal percentage to avoid burn out is 80%, this leaves a 50% gap, which employees can choose to fill. This ‘discretionary effort’ is more likely to be released when employees feel energised and supported by their workplace. Managers are therefore key to not only maintaining performance but maximising productivity. 

The basics of a good manager-employee relationship - trust, encouragement, empathy and good communication are also the basics of any other human relationship (Allas and Schaninger, 2021), so it is no surprise that they feature in literature about the workplace. The management skills that underpin these include emotional intelligence – the ability to control one’s own emotions and use those emotions to manage relationships with others effectively (Goleman, 2019). Montano et al (2017) and Allas (2021) advocate the need for this skill in the current complex environment. 

Radiating positivity also promotes employee wellbeing and performance in a hybrid environment, according to McKinsey (2022), but this concept is not new. The literature demonstrates that Managers are in a position to boost psychological capital – hope, optimism, resilience and efficacy, and therefore boost the mental health of their team (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2016). They can use positive psychology techniques to do this such as providing social support, allocating duties according to employee strengths, showing appreciation and gratitude and promoting self-compassion and authenticity (Celestine, 2019; Tapper, 2021, McKinsey, 2022). 

The Theoretical Underpinning of Supervisor Support

Although it is described in different ways, the dominant theme in the literature is that of supervisor support. The idea of supervisor support as a ‘job resource’ that contributes to wellbeing is incorporated into several theoretical frameworks, which are described below, many of which are referred to in the literature (McIlroy, Parker and McKimmie, 2021). 

Self Determination Theory (SDT) is concerned with what influences human flourishing (Ryan and Deci, 2017).  A mini-theory of SDT proclaims that there are basic psychological needs that must be satisfied for motivation (what moves people to action) and overall wellbeing – these needs are autonomy, competence and relatedness. 

Autonomy – the need to control your actions and experiences.
Competence – the need to have feelings of effectiveness and mastery.
Relatedness – the need to feel socially connected. 

According to Sallas-Vallina, Alegre and Lopez-Cabrales (2021), engaging leadership, which is relationship orientated, provides employees with support, autonomy and feedback and therefore strengthens their ‘job resources’, resulting in positive attitudes. The Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R), proposed by Bakker and Demerouti (2007) proposes that wellbeing (low burnout/stress and high engagement) results from balancing the demands of work such as workload, and resources available to do the work such as job autonomy or social support (Guest, 2017). According to Huo, Boxall and Cheung (2019), this model proposes that intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between job resources such as line manager support, positive feedback and training, and employee outcomes such as engagement or burn out. Intrinsic motivation results in greater wellbeing in terms of engagement and job satisfaction.

Equity (fairness shown by managers) can also mediate the relationship between job resources and wellbeing (Huo, Boxall and Cheung, 2020). The ERI model, drawn from occupational health literature, describes how distributive injustice causes negative emotions and impacts physical health. For example, when efforts are high but pay is low, this has a negative impact on employees whilst perceptions of an effort-reward balance lead to improved health. Managers, by fostering intrinsic motivation and perceptions of organisational justice, have a positive effect on physical and psychological wellbeing (engagement, job satisfaction).  

Conservation of Resources Theory helps explain how stress caused by line managers impacts behaviour. People seek to protect resources that they value and the possibility of losing them causes harm (Halbesleben et al, 2014). They may be fearful of losing their job, for example and this can cause them to experience stress. Supervisors have the potential to contribute to losing a resource by, for example, blocking training and development (McLarty et al, 2021). To protect their psychological resources, employees can neglect their jobs. Job neglect includes actions such as lateness, absence or ignoring tasks. 

Social Exchange Theory (SET) underpins the idea of LMX – Leader-member exchange. This helps describe a relationship between the line manager and employee that has mutual benefits (Mao and Tian, 2022). The line manager provides support, guidance and mentorship in exchange for good performance and loyalty. Such relationships are based on mutual trust and respect. A strong LMX may help employees overcome some of the supervisor induced stressors such as unreasonable work demands (McLarty et al, 2021). Employees are also willing to go the extra mile when required, if they have been supported through a difficult time (Cooper, 2023). 

The Impact of Organisational Culture

According to Marescaux, De Winne and Forrier (2019) there are debates as to whether line management behaviour is a mediator (causal factor) between HR practices and wellbeing/performance or a moderator (affects strength or direction of the relationship).  At least two studies, however, indicate that engaging leadership strengthens the relationship - Sallas-Vallina, Alegre and Lopez-Cabrales (2021) and Kilroy et al (2022). This would suggest that line managers have an important role, but that they alone are not the only factors that can influence employee wellbeing. 
Indeed, although managers are ideally placed to influence employee wellbeing and performance, their efforts can be helped or hindered by the overall organisational culture (Wilkinson, 2022; Pauknerova, Zabrodska and Walton, 2023; Kinder, Hughes and Cooper, 2023). Cultures that support bullying in the form of constant criticism, excessive monitoring, public humiliation, or unreasonable pressure, through hierarchical structures or a highly competitive environment, for example, result in burnt out, demotivated staff, many of whom quickly leave. In these situations, managers abuse the power they have over their subordinates, but it is the culture (the systems, values, beliefs) that enable them to do this.  Toxic leadership can influence the behaviour of managers and promote conditions in which exploitation results in the diminished wellbeing of staff. 

Context to this Study

Recent events have disrupted the world of work to such an extent that the lived experience of employees in relation to wellbeing at work may well have fundamentally changed. The literature suggests that line managers are in a position to influence many factors that affect wellbeing in the workplace and, by their behaviour, can impact it directly. Recent research would suggest that a more human centred leadership style is important in the current climate (McKinsey, 2022), which is partly to do with changing employee expectations. Providing support appears to be vitally important and that this support should be delivered in a human way. 

This study will therefore explore the lived experiences of four participants employed or previously employed in a mixture of medium and large public, private and third sector organisations, in relation to line managers and their effect on wellbeing. This is not to test the importance of line managers relative to other factors, rather to explore their effect on wellbeing and offer valuable insights into employee perceptions in the post-pandemic world. 

Methods

The methodological approach used in this study is qualitative in nature. The philosophy underpinning the research is interpretivist, which Saunders Lewis and Thornhill (2016) describe as a philosophical stance that focusses on the meanings that human beings attribute to organisational life. A phenomenological approach was adopted in which the researcher describes the lived experiences of those interviewed about a phenomenon, as articulated by them (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). By its very nature it is subjective – the experiences are seen through the eyes of the participants. The traditional phenomenological approach is purely descriptive, whereby the experiences of participants are described without influence and interpretation by the researcher (Patton, 2020). Although the researcher aimed to practice bracketing during the interviews themselves (setting aside one’s pre-existing knowledge; Patton, 2020), this study is more aligned with hermeneutic phenomenology which allows for interpretation and theoretical exploration (Patton, 2020). 
In terms of theory building the research is inductive, with theory being created following a detailed analysis of the primary data. Interviews were chosen as the most appropriate method to gain a deep understanding of the views of participants. According to Cameron and Price (2009), interviews are a source of rich data and provide the opportunity to explore meanings and fully understand the perspectives of those being interviewed. They have face validity and are generally accepted as a credible source of data.   

All participants have worked for more than 10 years, are experienced in their professional roles and have had multiple line managers. The participants were chosen via convenience sampling and were colleagues, friends, or relatives of the researcher. Convenience sampling can cause concerns regarding representation (Cameron and Price, 2009). Rather than being random choices, however, participants were chosen because of their rich and varied experience of working in different organisations. In any case, the aim of this study was also not to generalise the findings, rather to explore the lived experiences of a group of professionals and add to the body of knowledge in this area. 

Each interview lasted between 20 and 30 minutes and were carried out either face to face or online. In both instances, the interviews were simultaneously transcribed using Microsoft Teams. This allowed the researcher to focus purely on interviewing the participants, rather than writing notes. According to Patton (2020), quality, rather than quantity of interviews is important. Numbers of participants in qualitative research vary widely, but in this instance the four interviews produced thick, rich data, which resulted in a strong set of conclusions. According to Cameron and Price (2009), a smaller sample size is appropriate in an exploratory study such as this one. 

The interviews were semi-structured, with the researcher using a framework of set questions, to ensure that each participant provided data that was relevant to the aim of the study. The questions were a mixture of open and closed questions, with the interviewer probing participants’ answers, to gain a deep understanding of their perceptions. The first interview was intended to be a pilot and following this, questions were amended for the sake of clarity, however, as they were not fundamentally changed, the data from the first interview was still included in the study. Questions used are below:




	
1. How would you describe your manager’s style? Are you closely managed for example?
2. Please could you describe a time when your manager has negatively affected your wellbeing. 
What did they say or do and how did they make you feel?
3. Do you believe their words or actions affected your performance? How?
4. Please describe a time when your manager has positively affected your wellbeing. 
What did they say or do and how did they make you feel (happy/proud/confident, for example)?
5. [bookmark: _Hlk128554565]Do you believe their words or actions affected your performance? How?
6. Have your manager’s words or actions affected your colleagues’ wellbeing? If so, how?
How did this make you feel?
7. How has your manager responded to you when your personal wellbeing has been affected in the past – for example, if you informed them of a bereavement or had good news, such as a pregnancy or engagement. How did this make you feel?
8. How might they have responded better?
9. Has any other aspect of the workplace ever affected your wellbeing? (environment, terms and conditions, colleagues, policies etc). How? Has your line manager said or done anything to improve the way you feel?
10. Anything else you wish to say on the topic of the role of line managers in maintaining wellbeing and performance in the workplace.




Figure 1: List of Questions

Ethical approval for the research was gained from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Prior to the interviews participants were asked to read and sign a participant agreement form. Three out of the four participants had previously conducted research themselves before and so were familiar with the protocols, however consent and confidentiality were thoroughly explained to all participants. 

The data was analysed using a thematic approach. According to Sundler et al (2019), this involves searching for meaning and then identifying patterns of meanings, followed by organising themes into a ‘meaningful wholeness’. In doing so, a series of sequential steps was followed, as recommended by Creswell and Creswell (2018). This involved cleaning up the transcripts to remove duplicated words and correcting errors, reading the data and noting general themes, then coding the data into categories. In this study the codes were not predetermined and were allowed to emerge from the data. Finally, a set of dominant themes was identified, which were then compared to the literature, allowing overall conclusions to be made. 

To ensure overall validity of the research, guidelines advocated by Sundler et al (2019) were closely followed. According to the authors, there is no consensus as to how overall validity can be conceptualised in qualitative research. However, validity can be claimed if the conclusions are sound, just and well-founded. The authors recommend practising reflexivity (questioning pre-understanding, as well as checking that the descriptions are grounded in the data, rather than in the researcher’s pre-understanding). They also recommend striving for credibility, by making sure that the methodology and presentation of findings are detailed and transparent. Transferability of the research to other contexts is also important.

To ensure reliability of the research approach, several procedures were followed, as recommended by Creswell and Creswell (2018). As well as correcting errors in the transcripts, this included checking codes for consistency of interpretation against the data, analysing the data using the same sequential approach and dedicating the same amount of time to analysing each interview. 

Discussion

Themes common in the literature, such as supportiveness and having a human-centred approach were also evident in the primary data. However, the discussion will focus on three areas that emerged as particularly strong themes during the analysis of the transcripts.

Managers who foster basic psychological needs affect wellbeing positively
As mentioned above, according to Ryan and Deci (2017), the three basic psychological needs are autonomy, competence and relatedness (sometimes referred to as belonging – West, 2021). The primary data revealed that satisfying these core needs is essential to wellbeing, and had similarities with previous studies, such as that by Butcher et al (2022) in this respect.  The interviews revealed that managers who gave employees appropriate autonomy over their work demonstrated that they trusted them and if this was combined with support in the form of check-ins, promoted a sense of wellbeing. In contrast to this, managers who were controlling were perceived in a negative way:

P3: 
So yes, I would say closely managed, but not micromanaged, but there was definitely a close relationship with autonomy the same time, which is difficult to get . . . So, it was it was nice to have that support, to have that balance then, kind of the best of both worlds. 
P4:
So, I probably would describe her style as very empowering. She gives me lots of autonomy. And she gives me projects to do, but doesn't closely supervise me, wanting to know where I am. And you know at every stage just lets me get on with things. Sets me a deadline for when I need to complete the work. And yeah, she just checks in with me occasionally to find out if I'm okay, we have regular sort of 1 to 1 chats, but I don't feel closely supervised. I feel empowered to just get on and do things in an autonomous way.
P2: I would say they are very much tick the boxes manager. There's nothing very deep and meaningful . . .she doesn't leave us to it at all. She quite controlling, compared to my last manager.

The support given to employees in terms of resources or information enhanced employee feelings of self-efficacy and competence, but this was clearly damaged by incompatible cultures and ineffective senior leadership: 
P4:
Yeah, they were helpless and really tried to do everything that they possibly could to alleviate the pressure on me because we had regular conversations. And I don't think it was because they didn't care. It was just they were helpless. 
P4:
Um that yeah, it made me ill. Physically and mentally. So if I think about it now, in this context, it's not necessarily about a line manager because my line manager at the time did try to help to shift things around and make space and but it was about the management, I guess ‘this is this is what we want you to deliver’. ‘Plus we want you to do this job alongside it’.


P1:
On an individual basis, I'm not sure there's much more she could have done. Hmm, on a cultural basis, which is very driven by short termism, the system got a lot of this stuff wrong because it was generating a lot of churn of people who got involved.

Whilst McLarty et al (2021) found that strong Leader-Member Exchange could reduce the negative effect of supervisor-induced stressors such as strict deadlines, the data indicated that a strong relationship is not enough to overcome the negative effects of other stressors. Marescaux, De Winne and Forrier (2019) introduces the idea that even if line managers behave in supportive ways, if strong signals from HR practices are not present (e.g. career progression opportunities), then although a social exchange relationship exists, this is undermined and can impact wellbeing. This was the case for participant 4, who was receiving support from their line manager, but decisions by senior leadership undermined this, causing exhaustion and low organisational commitment, ultimately resulting in their departure.  

The findings therefore indicate that factors such as overall organisational culture and senior leadership are just as or more important to wellbeing, as the relationship a manager has with its employees. The literature supports this, with organisations such as the CIPD advocating a holistic approach to wellbeing, with line managers forming part of the solution (Suff, 2022). 

In terms of the psychological need of ‘relatedness’, employee wellbeing was viewed as positive, if managers responded appropriately to their concerns and therefore made them feel valued:
P4: 
She never makes you feel bad about saying I can't work today. Or do you mind if I only do this and I'll pick something up. And another time she was just completely flexible around, you know, the fact that she herself believes that you need to prioritise those things that are going on in your life. You don't prioritise work over those things.


P1: 
But I mean ultimately, her behaviour was a case of trying to look after my wellbeing and trying to help me consider my next steps on the assumption she didn't know what was going to happen in terms of roles. And so yeah, it made me feel valued by her.

The findings align with the literature that assert that transformational, servant and compassionate leadership have a positive effect on wellbeing (Allas and Schaninger, 2020; Biricik Gulsener et al 2021; West, 2021). Participants described a rise in wellbeing when managers’ actions made them feel valued and cared for, key behaviours associated with these leadership styles.  

Empathy, a key component of compassionate leadership (West, 2021) was mentioned in three interviews and seemed important for employees to feel that their needs were being taken seriously. This had the effect of reducing their stress levels, or in the case of a lack of empathy, causing the employee to lose all respect for the manager:
P1:
They were regularly trying to be empathetic, trying to say ‘I understand this must be difficult, but I also advise you not to assume that when it comes to the end of the contract there will be a role’, so they were trying to be realistic. Trying to be empathetic and checking in.
P4: She's so empathetic. She just gives you the space to deal with it in the way that you want to best deal with it. 
P2: We said that we never have a lunch break. And she said, well, neither do I.

In the case of participant 2, however, the manager had slightly improved in terms of empathy following the pandemic, which the employee saw as a good thing, though inconsistency in her behaviour was still causing issues:
P2: Sometimes she will say she knows I get a lot of migraines, right? And she does say to me, have you eaten today? Have you drunk? Yeah, she knows me better now maybe. And I'm like, yeah. She's improving but very, very slowly, but then she can be really nice and be like that. Right. And then the next day she can send you a really harsh message and you think, oh, I thought you were nice. She confuses us. Yeah. And then you just lose all respect again then and trust, I guess. You don't know how she's going to react to that sort of thing.

As participant 2’s manager improved in terms of her behaviour following the pandemic, it is conceivable, then, that the health crisis changed managers’ attitudes, as well as employee expectations regarding how employees should be treated. As participant 2’s manager was struggling to maintain this, however, this may indicate that she was merely behaving in ways she thought was expected of her, rather than genuinely caring about her staff. In other words, the organisation may have supported a more compassionate approach to management, but this manager was yet to be convinced. 

Managers with high emotional intelligence affect wellbeing positively
Empathy is a trait of emotional intelligence and it was clear from the data, that other aspects of emotional intelligence were important in promoting employee wellbeing. According to Goleman (2019) successful managers have heightened self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation and social skills, as well as empathy. The primary data revealed that managers who made a conscious effort to be pleasant, caring and keen to foster relationships, had a positive effect on wellbeing whilst those who were blunt and uncaring had the opposite effect:
P2: 
No thought about how I'm going to actually ask nicely about that and ask how are you, before asking what you want and no human elements in her manner. It's getting the job done. 
P2: 
It’s her manner. That's the big problem. She tends to write text messages to us with lots of exclamation marks. They’re not very nicely written and it comes across the wrong way and everyone takes it the wrong way. She needs company training or someone to say to her you can't speak to people like that, even though you don't mean it to sound like that.
P4:
I've worked in organisations where not just your line manager but the organisation, the leadership of the organisation and the culture of the organisation makes you feel like they care about you as a human being. And makes me feel way more motivated and engaged and loyal to that organisation, yeah. You know, for me personally it’s probably one of the most important factors as to whether I enjoy my job or not.
P3: 
And actually, they trusted my answer. And you know, they went with it and they were like, OK, that's fine. Yeah, if you're saying that you didn't do it then that's fine. I believe you. Let's go and see who else has access and delve into that a little bit deeper. And I was like, OK, cause it's quite daunting when someone asks you. So yeah, that conversation did help them because I could have been stressed for a long time. 

Managers who individualise solutions to employees have positive effects on wellbeing
Employees who received individualised attention from managers reported improved wellbeing and positive effects on their engagement and overall performance. Examples of actions by managers included offering flexible working during difficult times for employees:
P3:
Yeah. And if they hadn't let me have those Fridays off, I think after a certain period of time, because it would have been so stressful thinking that I wasn't there, I probably would have had to go on the sick, which would have lost however much time, so yeah, it definitely prevented that.
P4:
And another time she was just completely flexible around, you know, the fact that she herself believes that you need to prioritise those things that are going on in your life. You don't prioritise work over those things. And so you know that all as always made me feel a lot of respect towards her, to be honest and motivates me to want to do better for her because she is so understanding. Yeah. Yeah, loyalty.

The need to tailor solutions reveals that tangible supervisor support is important to wellbeing. This was a key theme in the literature, but it appears in post-Covid times, there is an expectation that flexible working be used as a solution to enhance or maintain their wellbeing. Without it, participants 3 and 4 would have taken sick leave for prolonged periods. The primary research is therefore valuable as it provides evidence that managers can influence wellbeing and performance in this way. 
The Link with Performance
There were several instances when participants described how managers’ actions ultimately affected their or their colleagues’ productivity, therefore strengthening the link between wellbeing and performance. Participants mentioned improvements or a decrease in productivity, absence, turnover and engagement. 
P2: 
Yeah, lots have left. Lots of people have resigned and gone to different jobs and lots of senior staff have left since she's been there. In the last three or four years. They are people immediately below her. A lot of people, staff, nurses and other people.
P3: 
But that day I wasn't very productive. Um, you know, like that day was a complete write off because I was just like, moaning the whole time. Not a long-term productivity issue, but it definitely did decrease my motivation massively, yeah.
P3:
Oh yeah, so just based on my experience, the only thing that I would add is that it's not just the role of managers in your team that affect you. So, there was a manager of a different team, but we had to work closely with that team and although we were effective and we were motivated, we were very close-knit team working well together because we have to work closely with them, like their negativity was like quite draining.
P4:
Well, I became so overwhelmed I actually did have a burnout and went off sick. I could not continue because of that situation. Obviously, I felt like I could never go back to that situation and that workplace again. So, I handed in my notice.
P4:
I will always be there for her, so if you know if she said to me, I'm really struggling to meet this deadline, can you do some work for me on a Sunday, I would do it immediately without any thought and without feeling any bitterness towards it because I know that if I needed it she would give me time to do something. Yeah.

The study therefore has parallels with the literature that emphasises that certain management behaviours result in good levels of wellbeing and are key to releasing discretionary effort whilst other behaviours result in poor wellbeing and negative repercussions in the workplace such as sickness absence, turnover and poor performance (Hesketh and Cooper, 2019). 
The final quote illustrates social exchange theory in action. Participant 4 states that they would go beyond their job description to help out their manager as they know that this would be reciprocated. This study reveals, however, that this also applies in reverse - Participant 2 stated that they refused to help out their manager, due to their manager’s inappropriate behaviour:
P2:
It wouldn't affect my performance because it couldn't. No, but it definitely has affected the way I respond - if she ever texts me saying can you do an extra shift, I'm like ‘I can't, I’m busy. No.’ No, I don't want to help her out anymore because of, you know, you don't forget those things. Do you?

 In this instance, it is interesting to note that although the manager’s behaviour resulted in the participant refusing to do extra shifts, they said that it would never affect their performance with their clients. Therefore, the data reveals that although managers can directly affect discretionary effort, this does not always result in job neglect, as described by McLarty et al (2021). Sometimes an employee’s loyalty to their clients can mitigate the effects of an unreasonable manager. 

Conclusion

Managers are in a strong position to positively influence the key factors that affect wellbeing in the workplace. However, how they do this is key. The relationship they have with their team and how they treat them when times are hard, have profound effects on their wellbeing and ultimately performance. A manager who listens and responds appropriately to employee core needs and  concerns can positively affect an employee's wellbeing to such an extent that it also has the added benefits of increased loyalty, engagement and commitment. The manager should demonstrate compassion and kindness towards their team when they are experiencing difficulties and express gratitude, in order for employees to feel cared for and valued.

According to Huo, Boxall and Cheung (2020), very few studies provide possible explanations for how line managers affect wellbeing. In line with LMX theory and research carried out by McLarty et al (2021), this study supports the idea that line managers affect wellbeing through their relationships with employees and providing tangible support. It aligns with the research carried out by Huo, Boxall and Cheung (2020) and provides additional evidence that line managers induce intrinsic motivation and perceptions of fairness, which have a positive effect on engagement, job satisfaction and therefore wellbeing. 

This study has demonstrated that the need for managers to adopt a compassionate management style, to maintain wellbeing and performance, continues to be important and that times have not changed in this respect. What has changed, possibly, is that employees are more aware of what affects their wellbeing now and are less willing to accept behaviour from managers that is detrimental to their health. The cost-of-living crisis may mean that the balance of power shifts towards employers again, but managers should recognise that maintaining wellbeing boosts performance, and should not be tempted to focus on exploiting employees for short term results. A sustainable future necessitates a continued focus on wellbeing, for the benefit of all.  As employee expectations have changed, it could be argued that the manager is now key to maintaining employee wellbeing as they are able to tailor interventions to individuals and the contexts in which they operate. This study has shown, however, the importance of organisations also tackling systemic problems affecting wellbeing such as poor organisational culture and leadership.  

Limitations of Study

There are several limitations to this study. The small sample size is the obvious one, though, as previously described, participants were chosen on the basis of their rich and varied experience, having worked in many different organisations under a variety of line managers, which would to a certain extent have mitigated this. Data saturation was not reached, however, as new themes were emerging in the final interview, so a larger sample size would have been beneficial. 

The study is cross-sectional, rather than longitudinal, due to time constraints. It may have been interesting, for example, to have interviewed participants before the pandemic to see if attitudes towards the role of line managers have changed. 

Furthermore, the participants were all over the age of 30, with the average age being 44. It may have been interesting to interview younger or older participants and those with much less or more experience of organisational life, to explore their perceptions in relation to the topic. 
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