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New research shows t hat  leaders' emot ional expressions matt er not  only in cont ent , but  also in t im ing. Posit ive 
emot ional expressions early in a t eam's l ife are especially powerful, and when t hey are fol lowed by st ronger 
negat ive emot ional expressions at  t he midpoint , individual performance can improve even more. 

Now w hat ?
- Pr ior it ize posit ive emot ional expressions during t he early phase of a t eam's l ife. 
- Build t iming and sequencing int o emot ional int el l igence t raining, so leaders 

underst and t hat  t he order of t heir emot ional expressions shapes how t hose 
messages are received lat er.  

- Use midpoint  f eedback careful ly. When it  fol lows an early posit ive foundat ion, it  
is more l ikely t o be experienced as const ruct ive rat her t han discouraging.  

LINK TO THE STUDY

What  researchers found 
- Posit ive emot ional expressions f rom leaders 

during the early phase of a project  t eam's 
l ifecycle had st ronger posit ive ef fect s on 
individual performance t han t he same posit ive 
expressions delivered at  t he midpoint . 

- Early posit ive leader emot ional expressions 
were more st rongly relat ed t o end- of- year 
performance t han midpoint  posit ive 
expressions, and early negat ive emot ional 
expressions were harmful t o performance. 

- The st rongest  performance gains appeared 
when early positive expressions were f ol low ed 
by above- average critical feedback at  t he 
midpoint . In t hat  sequence, t he early posit ivit y 
seemed t o make midpoint  crit icism feel more 
const ruct ive and less disrespect ful ?  but  t he 
ef fect  held only when t he crit icism was 
warrant ed, not  negat ivit y for it s own sake. 

- Two mechanisms helped explain t he patt ern: 
early posit ive expressions buil t  respect , and 
t he combinat ion of  ear ly posit ivit y plus 
midpoint  negat ivit y also boost ed 
st at us- relat ed mot ivat ion t o improve.  

Why it  mat t ers
Leaders shape performance not  just  t hrough goals 
and feedback, but  also t hrough emot ional signals. 
Organizat ions oft en t rain leaders on what  emot ions 
t o express, but  t his research shows t hat  when t hose 
emot ions are expressed can matt er just  as much. 

How w e know
The researchers used 2 longit udinal f ield st udies. 
One drew on four waves of archival dat a f rom 9,968 
t eam members across 234 t eams at  a professional 
services f irm over one year, using Linguist ic Inquiry 
and Word Count  t o measure t he emot ional t one of 
leaders' writt en feedback. The second fol lowed 245 
st udent - at hlet es and 86 coaches across 20 NCAA 
Division 1 varsit y t eams over a season, combining 
survey measures of leader emot ional expressions 
wit h coach rat ings and archival sport s st at ist ics.  

What  t his means
- For HR and L&D t eams: Training should cover 

bot h emot ions and t im ing of expression. 
- For managers and t eam leads: Posit ive 

emot ional expressions early in a t eam's l ife 
builds a foundat ion of respect , making lat er 
correct ive feedback more ef fect ive.  
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