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Abstract 

While leadership is often referenced at the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) 

as a critical antecedent for improving organizational performance, there is an 

organizational gap surrounding emphasis on preferred leadership styles and associated 

leadership training. The purpose of this study was to identify leadership styles that could 

contribute to high levels of employee engagement amongst Transportation Security 

Officers (TSOs) at the TSA.  The aim was to create the foundation for a leadership-

training curriculum that helps first-line supervisors develop a leadership style that serves 

to stimulate high levels of employee engagement amongst TSOs. Using the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES), full-time TSOs at 13 airports in upstate New York were 

asked to assess their own engagement. The survey data were categorized and through 

extreme purposive sampling, results yielded TSOs who reported either the highest or 

lowest engagement.  Those TSOs participated in semi-structured interviews featuring 

questions based on existing normative leadership styles. The quantitative and qualitative 

findings were integrated to identify leadership styles that, based on TSO perceptions, 

contribute to higher levels of employee engagement.  Those styles include 

Authoritative/Classical Leadership (in specific threat situations), Transformational 

Leadership, and Authentic Leadership. Based on the findings, comprehensive training 

program aimed at improving Supervisor-level leadership and inspiring employee 

engagement was proposed. The implications of this study are improved leadership at the 

TSA, more engaged employees, increased organizational performance, and satisfied 

stakeholders, including the travelling public.      

Keywords: Leadership, employee engagement, organizational performance, training 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

 The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) was created in the wake of the 

deadliest terror attacks ever launched against the United States of America. The attacks of 

September 11, 2001 (9/11) exposed substantial vulnerabilities in the U.S. transportation 

sector and illustrated the need for an improved security apparatus. While significant 

progress in the form of processes and technologies has been made to counter emerging 

threats to the system since 9/11, we still rely heavily on Transportation Security Officers 

(TSOs) to detect weapons and explosives at security checkpoints across the country. To 

be successful, it is critical that these TSOs are committed to the mission of the TSA and 

substantially engaged. Employees who are engaged believe in themselves and their 

organization and effectively contribute to high levels of performance (Hansen, et al., 

2014). 

 Since the TSA’s inception, the security officer workforce has been inconsistent in 

the arena of security effectiveness. This is evidenced by a June 2015 Inspector General 

(IG) report that revealed significant gaps in TSA threat detection capabilities. According 

to the report, undercover agents made it through security in 67 of 70 covert tests, 

including one instance in which a TSA Security Officer failed to find a fake bomb, even 

after the undercover agent set off a magnetometer (Laing, 2015). While much of the 

report was void of context, and subsequent reports revealed that the involved TSOs were 

not solely responsible, the data do not reflect a TSO workforce that is consistently 

engaged and prepared to detect threats at an acceptable level.  
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 A threat, in this case, includes artfully concealed weapons and components of 

improvised explosive devices (IEDs). Dangerous items that could, in the hands of a 

terrorist, inflict mass casualties and impact the global transportation system significantly. 

Consequently, the TSA’s stakeholders, including the traveling public, expect a high level 

of performance in threat detection. As various IG and Government Accountability Office 

(GAO) reports have shown, TSOs are not always solely responsible for failures in threat 

detection. Therefore, analyses of this issue must take a systems perspective by examining 

the dynamic relationship between various members of the TSA, including TSOs and their 

supervisors. The reported failures associated with the TSO workforce are unacceptable 

and cannot be ignored.  

 This Dissertation in Practice (DIP) will identify specific leadership styles that 

stimulate employee engagement in the TSA operating environment. Specifically, it will 

explore the relationship between perceived leadership styles – that is, how TSOs perceive 

the leadership styles of their first-line, direct supervisor – and levels of employee 

engagement in the same TSOs. With threats from terrorism at an all-time high, and the 

transportation sector and aviation identified as likely terrorist targets (Azani, et al., 2016), 

it is imperative that we identify and promote leadership tenets that inspire engagement 

and contribute to optimizing threat detection performance within the TSO workforce.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Terrorists favor attack methods that exploit vulnerabilities in established security 

systems that are assumed to be effective. The public at large expects that the United 

States government will employ sufficient security measures to thwart terrorist attacks in 

the domestic arena. The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) is charged with 
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protecting our nation’s transportation systems and ensuring freedom of movement for 

people and commerce (Transportation Security Administration [TSA], 2014). As 

evidenced by recent terror attacks in Russia, Belgium, and Somalia, commercial aviation 

remains both vulnerable and viable as an opportune target for our terrorist enemies. A 

successful attack against the U.S. aviation sector would have crippling effects, both 

economically and psychologically. Formerly, the TSA’s Deputy Administrator identified 

high levels of engagement amongst the TSO workforce as an antecedent for successes in 

threat detection (Halinski, 2016). Identifying leadership styles that serve to inspire 

employee engagement, then creating initiatives to develop these leadership styles 

throughout the organization has the potential to contribute to improved performance.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The intent of this two-phased, explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to 

identify leadership styles that could contribute to high levels of employee engagement 

amongst Transportation Security Officers (TSOs) at the Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA), a dynamic, risk-based Federal security organization that is 

epitomized by a hierarchal structure and bureaucratic design. In the first phase, 

quantitative survey research identified employee engagement levels in a sample of the 

TSO population. In the second phase, qualitative interviews were used to assess how 

TSOs perceived the leadership styles of their direct supervisor. TSOs interviewed in the 

second phase were purposively sampled based on the quantitative results from the first 

phase. The reason for following up with the qualitative interviews in the second phase 

was to explore the relationship between expressed levels of employee engagement (high 
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or low, as measured in the first phase) and perceived leadership styles (as assessed during 

interview in the second phase).   

Research Question(s) and Hypotheses 

 As suggested previously, evidence indicates that a high level of employee 

engagement is associated with improved performance in organizations (Hansen et al., 

2014). In the context of the problem statement, that terrorists seek opportunity to attack 

vulnerable targets in the transportation sector, both the TSA and the traveling public 

would benefit significantly from a TSO workforce that is engaged and performing at a 

high level. TSO performance, in this case, correlates directly with the ability to 

consistently detect threats to the transportation system. 

 Existing studies that explored the relationship between the independent variable 

“leadership,” and the dependent variable “employee engagement,” indicated that the level 

of employee engagement (from low to high) was largely dependent on the style of 

leadership perceived by the employee (Hansen, et al., 1993). Zhang et al. (2014) found 

that transformational and organic leadership paradigms are likely to enhance employee 

engagement, whereas classical and transactional styles affect employee engagement 

negatively. Babcock-Roberson and Strickland (2010) identified that charismatically 

employed authentic leadership was positively related to employee engagement. 

Therefore, considering the task to explore a significant and complex real-world problem 

and develop evidence-based solutions that contribute to the greater good of professional 

practice, this study adds value to the TSA by identifying leadership styles that promote 

workforce engagement while suggesting a potential method to inspire improved 
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performance in threat detection. The following research questions guided this explanatory 

sequential mixed methods study: 

1. What is the range of engagement scores among the full-time Transportation 

Security Officer (TSO) workforce in Upstate New York (UNY)? 

2. What are the TSO’s perceptions of the leadership style(s) of their first-line, direct 

supervisor? 

3. How to the qualitative themes concerning perceived leadership styles explain 

variation in the TSO’s employee engagement scores? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create the foundation for a leadership-training curriculum 

that helps first-line supervisors to develop a leadership style that stimulates high levels of 

employee engagement amongst TSOs at the Transportation Security Administration 

(TSA). The data and evidence collected from this explanatory sequential mixed methods 

study was utilized to demonstrate a correlation between specific leadership styles and 

levels of employee engagement, either high or low. The field has concluded that high 

levels of employee engagement relates positively to better performance (Hansen et al., 

2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2015; Zhang et al., 2014). That is, high levels of employee 

engagement contribute to increased performance. This study revealed the specific 

leadership styles whose characteristics and foundational tenets should be incorporated 

into a universal leadership-training curriculum at the TSA.     

Methodology Overview 

The population that I derived a sample from is the TSA Transportation Security 

Officer workforce. In total, the TSO workforce encompasses over 45,000 employees 
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throughout the United States. Specifically, this research focused on the approximately 

330 full-time TSOs in the upstate New York (UNY) region. This study focused only on 

the full-time workforce to eliminate potential bias that may result from incorporating 

part-time TSOs. Part-time TSOs spend less time with their direct supervisors, have other 

life priorities that may affect psychological states at work and the purposeful application 

of discretionary behaviors, are scheduled only during peak passenger throughput (busy) 

periods at airports and are generally busy for the duration of their assigned shift, and may 

report different levels of employee engagement based on the realities and nuances of their 

status as a part-time employee. A separate study examining the relationship between 

perceived leadership styles and engagement levels amongst part-time TSOs would be 

worthwhile to expound upon or validate this research.   

An explanatory sequential mixed methods design was employed for this study. 

Stentz et al. (2012) explained that in mixed methods research, an explanatory sequential 

design occurs in two distinct, but interactive phases: 

It begins with the collection and analysis of quantitative data, with quantitative 

data often being given the priority for answering the research questions. Then, the 

researcher gathers and analyzes qualitative data to follow-up on the initial 

quantitative results. This design is useful when quantitative results need further 

testing or quantification. (p. 1176)  

This study utilized quantitative data derived from an established employee engagement 

questionnaire as the means to identify TSOs reporting high and low engagement levels. A 

purposive sample of the quantitative data was selected for the qualitative research. Then, 

the qualitative phase explored TSO’s perceptions of their direct supervisor’s leadership 
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styles through a semi-structured interview. The quantitative and qualitative data was 

integrated to explain the relationship between expressed levels of employee engagement 

and perceived leadership styles. Bryman (2007) highlighted the importance of fully 

integrating quantitative and qualitative data to achieve desired results and ensure the 

integrity of a mixed methods design. Both data sets were utilized to answer the expressed 

research questions in this study. 

 This study featured an established quantitative instrument – the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES) – to measure employee engagement levels among TSOs in 

upstate New York (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Following the quantitative analysis, the 

qualitative phase determined why expressed levels of employee engagement, high or low, 

exist in the context of perceived leadership styles. The semi-structured interview 

examined contributors to employee engagement by determining the TSOs’ perceptions of 

leadership relationships between TSOs and their direct supervisor.      

 The quantitative portion of the study used data obtained from an established 

questionnaire that could be scored impartially, analyzed in accordance with instrument-

specific instructions, and presented in detailed statistical form (Creswell, 2014). Further, 

the quantitative data enabled direct collelation to the total population from which the 

sample was drawn (Creswell, 2014). Based on these qualifications, the UWES, featuring 

Likert-scaled survey questions, served as an acceptable data collection method for the 

initial phase. The initial quantitative approach is useful in this case because it allows for a 

more robust study involving a greater number of respondents. Additionally, the 

quantitative analysis served to derive the extreme purposive sample utilized in the 

qualitative phase. The population was comprised of the full-time TSO workforce in the 
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UNY region. The survey instrument – the UWES – was delivered in a census form to the 

participants in the identified population.  

 Following the survey, an extreme purposive sample of the resulting data was used 

to deliberately select individual TSOs for a qualitative, semi-structured interview. The 

intent was to glean the “important information they [interviews] can provide that cannot 

be gotten as well from other choices” (Maxwell, 1997, p. 87). Extreme (or deviant) cases 

provide interesting contrasts with other cases, thereby allowing for comparability across 

those cases (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). In this study, the quantitative instrument served to 

establish the extreme cases that needed to be identified to draw the sample for the 

qualitative portion. Both TSOs that expressed a high level of employee engagement 

(“very high” and “high” engaged), and those that expressed a low level of employee 

engagement (“low and “very low” engaged), were interviewed to determine their 

perceptions of their first-line, direct supervisor’s leadership style. This methodology 

resulted in reasonable, data-based determinations of the relationship between perceived 

leadership styles and employee engagement amongst the TSO workforce. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 This section seeks to identify and define specific terms related to this research. 

The following terms were used operationally within this study: 

 Leadership Style: The relatively consistent pattern of behavior applying to leader-

 follower interactions (Attridge, 2009). 

 Employee Work Engagement: The assumed opposite of burnout and an employee 

 quality that intimates regular energy and enthusiasm at work, connectivity with 
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 work activities, and the ability of an individual to handle the rigors of their 

 respective work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).  

 Autocratic/Classical Leadership: Leadership embodied by beliefs that leaders 

have the right to demand obedience. These leaders reflect an unconditional 

respect for authority, prefer a well-defined environment, and believe that people 

get what they deserve (Johnson, 2015).   

 Transactional Leadership: A style of leadership in which leaders promote 

 compliance through rewards and punishments. Transactional leaders are more 

 likely to be controlling than empowering and are concerned with protecting their 

 interests rather than the interests of the group (Zhang et al., 2014). 

 Transformational Leadership: Transformational leaders look beyond individual 

 benefits and motivate followers to work for inspirational (higher-level) goals, and 

 the goals of the group (and the organization) instead of immediate self-interests 

 (Bass, 1996).  

 Authentic Leadership: Leadership whose root construct is based in authenticity. 

 Authenticity has four components: self-awareness, balanced processing, 

 internalized moral perspective, and relational transparency (Johnson, 2015)  

Delimitations and Limitations 

 A significant limitation of this study is the fact that the population that was 

sampled – the UNY area of responsibility (AOR) – represented a relatively small 

contingent of the larger-scale, national TSO workforce that amounts to over 45,000 

individuals. For the sake of manageability, only one TSA AOR, encompassing 13 

airports, was selected for this study. This fact affected the generalizability of the study to 
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another TSA AOR, and the national TSO workforce. Results are substantively 

generalizable to the UNY AOR only.    

Another limitation is the use of a Likert-scale questionnaire to gather data for the 

quantitative portion of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study. While Likert-

scale instruments are appropriate for large samples that are representative of the 

population (i.e. this research), they rely on a standard, largely inflexible process for 

obtaining and categorizing responses to questions (Creswell, 2014). In this specific study, 

the scales that were utilized did not feature an area for additional comments from the 

participants. Therefore, it was impossible to capture the respondents’ attitudes and 

feelings related to employee engagement and their reported responses. This limitation 

was mitigated moderately through the qualitative interview process where some TSOs 

were identified for further research (through extreme purposive sampling) and asked to 

expound upon their reported engagement level by offering perceptions of their direct 

supervisors’ leadership style(s).  

Another limitation was the restricted timeframe within which this study was 

executed. There was concern that the response rate for the quantitative portion of the 

study would be impacted by the restricted timeline, resulting in the analytical power 

being deemed inadequate, i.e., the sample size would be insufficient to yield statistically 

significant results, leading to a Type II error (Cohen, 1988). Fortunately, that was not the 

case. Additionally, because the timeframe of the study was limited, and TSA is 

experiencing organizational change based on the President’s emerging agenda, the 

manifestation and implementation of the TSA Administrator’s strategy at every 

organizational level, and the ever-evolving terror threat, respondents may have been 
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influenced by the organizational climate and associated perceptions and rumors of 

impending change. This was especially true during the data collection period as rumors 

persisted about cuts to the TSA budget, equipment evolutions and associated training 

requirements that contribute to cognitive overload, and changes to the organizational 

structure that may impact the TSO workforce. 

 Delimitations are “factors that prevent you from claiming that your findings are 

true for all people in all times and places” (Bryant, 2011, p. 57). For example, a study at 

Creighton University among first-year law students would not apply to first-year law 

students at Harvard. In addition, delimitations include factors that get in the way of 

another researcher replicating a study in the future. Delimitations might also include the 

time of the study, the location of the study, the sample of the study, selected aspects of 

the problem, and selected criteria of the study (Creswell, 2014). 

 A delimitation of this study was associated with its timeframe. It would be 

difficult for another researcher to duplicate environmental factors including precise 

cultural phenomenon, social interactions, and variables that affected reported levels of 

engagement and leadership perceptions that manifested during the period that this study 

was executed. In that regard, the location of the study, the fact that it was contained to the 

UNY area of responsibility and included its population of full-time Transportation 

Security Officers, is also a delimitation.  

 Regarding the problem itself, there are delimitations associated with the current 

operating environment. If the terrorist’s mode of operations shifted away from the 

transportation sector to favor, for example, soft target attacks like shopping malls and 

stadiums, the nature of the problem statement would likely change as transportation, 
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specifically aviation, would be less of a target. That shift in the problem indicates a 

delimitation and prevents this study’s findings from being applicable to potential 

participants in a less threatening environment. 

 Shadish et al. (2002) referred to bias as “a systematic error in an estimate or an 

inference” (p. 506). In that regard, bias in research can distort the measurement process 

and impact validity in relation to the degree of the bias (Sica, 2006). Because the 

researcher in this study is embedded in the culture where the study is being executed, it 

was important to remember that bias tendency is natural and, more importantly, how to 

control for it. Confirmation bias refers to a researcher’s tendency to interpret evidence in 

a manner that aligns with existing beliefs and expectations rather than looking for 

information that might challenge those beliefs (Nickerson, 1998). In this case, it was 

critical to avoid affinity with the idea that application of the researcher’s preferred 

leadership styles typically results in high levels of employee engagement at the TSA. To 

minimize confirmation bias, it was important to continually challenge preexisting 

assumptions and hypotheses throughout the course of the research, while accepting 

participants’ assertions as reality based on their individual experiences and social 

interactions. 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 Leadership and leadership theory, more specifically leadership styles, played a 

significant role in this study. Throughout the course of my journey in the Creighton 

Interdisciplinary Leadership Doctoral (ILD) Program, I explored multiple leadership 

styles and their associated tenets, with an eye toward understanding the value (or lack of 

value) associated with each, depending on application and environment. This study 
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incorporated leadership by identifying and exploring the characteristics of individual 

leadership styles, including autocratic/classical leadership, transactional leadership, 

transformational leadership, and authentic leadership. The study then categorized the 

relationship of each style with employee engagement in the TSA work environment.  

 Leadership is omnipresent in all aspects of organizational life. Effective 

leadership – leadership that yields the intended results and maximizes organizational 

performance consistently (Zhang et al., 2014) – has been oft alluded to at TSA as an 

unattainable enigma. This is based on the author’s experiences in over seventeen years 

with the organization. This study demonstrated a definitive nexus between leadership and 

employee engagement amongst TSOs at the TSA. Further, this study highlighted that 

when the tenets of specific leadership styles, those that correlate positively with 

employee engagement, are identified, trained, and sustained by embedding them in 

TSA’s organizational culture, strategic goals and intended benchmarks can be achieved. 

In other words, if performance can be maximized through the development of engaged 

employees, threat detection capabilities will increase. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study, which was conducted within the author’s professional practice setting 

at the TSA, is significant to that organization. The very nature of what the TSA does to 

support the traveling public – working daily to analyze intelligence, identify operational 

deficiencies, and posture tactics, techniques, and procedures to defeat terrorist initiatives 

– underscores the importance of a study whose aim is to create the foundation for a 

leadership-training curriculum and foster a culture that embraces employee engagement 

at the TSA. Leveraging specific leadership tactics and embracing the tenets of styles that 
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stimulate employee engagement is a mechanism to improve performance in threat 

detection and, ultimately, provide a more effective service to the traveling public. 

 The TSA, as an organization, lacks a definitively preferred leadership 

methodology. Because the organization was stood up quickly in the wake of the 9/11 

terrorist attacks, the most senior leaders have focused on keeping the TSA afloat amid 

constant criticism from multiple stakeholders, including Congress and the public at large. 

Historically, the TSA has been managed cyclically, with each cycle (phase) depending 

largely on stakeholder pressures. The organization’s focus shifts between security 

effectiveness and efficiency – how fast we can process passengers – depending on 

outside factors, e.g., when congressional tide turns, or the media publicizes failures in 

threat detection. This study aims to end that frustrating cycle and promote leadership that 

produces engaged employees that consistently perform at a high level. Further, to avoid 

the cycles that have plagued the TSA, the performance umbrella should encompass both 

effectiveness and efficiency in unison with the expressed mission to “protect” 

(effectiveness) and “provide freedom of movement” (efficiency). In short, it is not an 

“either or” proposition. Instead, high performance should imply world-class threat 

detection with an adeptness for agile, minimally intrusive screening processes. Engaged 

employees will sustain performance initiatives and allow the organization to focus on 

developing new equipment and innovative programs and policies that outpace the 

emerging threats to TSA systems.  

 Senior leaders at the TSA have come from a variety of other professions including 

the military, law enforcement, the airline industry, and the private sector. Plainly, each of 

these leaders is likely to be comfortable and proficient with a leadership style and 
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associated tenets that worked well in their previous professions but may not necessarily 

work well at the TSA. The TSO workforce is extraordinarily diverse. Among others, the 

TSA employs experienced professionals in the form of officers who are retired from 

other organizations, recent high-school and college graduates, single mothers and fathers 

who work part-time, and grandparents. Efforts to understand what drives the TSO 

workforce broadly and how to optimize their engagement have been futile. Senior leaders 

typically employ their specific styles, those learned at other organizations, with an 

expectation of success. Sometimes and in some situations, it works. Other times in other 

situations, not so well. It is situation-dependent and, oftentimes, the ability to recognize 

individuality and employ the leadership agility that makes truly exemplary leaders so 

effective is missing. This study explored which leadership styles optimize TSO 

engagement and, further, developed the principles-based foundation for training that will 

potentially transform the TSA culture and improve the overall transportation security 

apparatus. 

Summary 

 In summary, the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) was established in 

response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Since inception in 2002, the TSO workforce has 

been inconsistent in threat detection, and a gap exists in the relationship between 

leadership and employee engagement. The threat to the U.S. transportation sector remains 

high, and a successful attack could be catastrophic, both economically and 

psychologically. The purpose of this study was to identify leadership styles that 

contribute to high levels of employee engagement at the TSA, a dynamic, risk-based 
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security organization that is epitomized by a hierarchical structure and bureaucratic 

design. 

 The aim of this study was to create the foundation for a leadership-training 

curriculum to develop first-line supervisors and stimulate employee engagement at the 

TSA. An explanatory sequential mixed methods research methodology was employed, 

and the population of the study was the full-time TSO workforce in upstate New York. 

Limitations of this study included the relatively small sample size in relation to the 

national TSO workforce, the use of a Likert-scale questionnaire that did not offer 

quantitative participants opportunity for open-ended responses regarding their reported 

engagement level, and the restricted timeframe within which the study was executed. 

Delimitations included the environmental factors associated with the timeframe of the 

study, the location of the study, and the context of the problem statement with respect to 

the current terror threat level. 

 Leadership theory played a significant role in this study. Specifically, the study 

identified the relationship between perceived leadership styles, as perceived by the TSO 

workforce, and levels of TSO engagement. This study was extremely significant based on 

the nature of the TSA’s work and the associated need to optimize performance, 

specifically in threat detection, in order to meet the needs of the TSA’s most important 

stakeholder, the traveling public.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 While existing employee engagement literature indicates a distinct, positive 

correlation between high levels of employee engagement and improved organizational 

performance (Hansen et al., 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2015; Pati, 2012; Zhang et al., 

2014), review of the literature indicates that there may be a lack of agreement in the field 

regarding the definition of employee engagement. The concept of employee engagement 

is intriguing to organizations across the globe, especially when envisioning the prospect 

of motivated, inspired employees who relate profoundly with their respective 

organization’s mission and vision (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). Nonetheless, lack of clarity 

surrounding the term “employee engagement” may be attributed to the inductive, 

grassroots way the concept evolved (Macy & Schneider, 2008). The field agrees that 

developing means and mechanisms to encourage employee engagement is beneficial for 

today’s organizations across the spectrum of the private sector, government and public 

services agencies, and not-for-profit entities (Macey & Schneider, 2008; Kumar & 

Pansari, 2015; Marrelli, 2011; MSPB, 2008). However, despite the general agreement 

about the benefits of employee engagement, the various elements that comprise the 

phenomenon, its origins, and its manifestations differ in the literature and exist primarily 

within the context of individual research paradigms (Shuck and Wollard, 2009). Further, 

there are varied opinions and recommendations related to inspiring and sustaining 

employee enragement at both the individual (micro) and system (macro) levels.  

The literature review that follows first presents findings about the different 

definitions and interpretations of employee engagement that currently exist in the field. 
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Interpretations will be followed by a review of the importance of employee engagement 

and its effect on both individual and organizational performance in the private and public 

sectors. Factors that contribute to engagement will be highlighted with an examination of 

how employee engagement manifests in the workplace through observable acts. 

Instruments to measure employee engagement will be examined with the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES) identified as the survey most appropriate for this study. 

Leadership styles will be examined from the perspective of their potential to complement 

and/or inhibit engagement. Finally, examples from the literature that link specific 

leadership styles with high levels of employee engagement and improved organizational 

performance will be analyzed. 

Definitions of Employee Engagement 

 Employee engagement is a relatively new concept and the literature is shaped 

with definitions that explore the phenomenon from varied perspectives. This section 

focuses on two of the primary engagement paradigms in the literature, behavioral 

engagement and psychological engagement, to offer perspective related to the mindset 

and physical manifestations that are required to achieve engagement. While the 

definitions shared here are certainly not all-encompassing, and the concept continues to 

evolve, they demonstrate the need for broad perspective when considering engagement in 

the context of both individual employee and organizational needs.  

Overt Behavioral Engagement 

Macey, et al. (2009) described employee engagement as the purposeful 

application of behaviors that are evident to others, directed toward the organization’s 

goals, and embodied by commitment, initiative, determination, and perseverance. This 
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definition emphasizes employee engagement as a conglomeration of explicit, extrinsic 

acts (acts that are evident to others) that indicate deep personal commitment to, and 

investment in, the organizational mission and vision on an individualized, personal level. 

Other researchers have complemented this view of engagement. Gebauer and Lowman 

(2009) described employee engagement as a deep and broad connection with the 

organization that results in individualized determination to overtly perform at a level that 

exceeds standard expectations. Several researchers referred to these overt performance 

manifestations as organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB), described as discretionary 

behavior geared toward organizational goals that is not required by the organization or 

encouraged by formal recognition (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Dalal, et al., 

2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008). Motowildo (1997) emphasized helpfulness, 

conscientiousness, and virtue as OCBs that contribute to the organization by fostering an 

environment conducive to the accomplishment of work. The literature indicated that 

employees who are truly engaged perform not only for their own personal gain or 

individual reward, but also for the betterment of the organization, its culture, and its 

endeavor to execute a mission and achieve a strategic vision.  

Some researchers have suggested that there is an association between employee 

engagement and leadership behavior. To operationalize employee engagement, Gebauer 

and Lowman (2009) offered a foundation for inspiring engagement based on establishing 

positive, useful supervisor-subordinate relationships and knowing, growing, inspiring, 

involving, and rewarding employees through leadership actions. This is supported by 

Marrelli (2011) who posited that in the federal sector, employee engagement is embodied 

by motivation to perform well at work and a feeling of personal connection with the 
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organization that is inspired by leaders who are invested in their employees’ 

performance. Brewer (2005) contributed that there is an emerging human capital crisis in 

the federal government that is embodied by poor management practices and poor 

immediate supervisors. The crisis can be mediated through effective public sector 

leadership that matches required supervisory competencies with an agency’s unique 

human capital situation and needs (Brewer, 2005). In summary, high levels of employee 

engagement that manifests in overt behaviors is inspired by good supervision and 

associated leadership actions that promote investment in employees as individuals who 

can contribute to the organization (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  

These definitions, while different in the literal sense, are synonymously 

intertwined by a sense of shared vision and commitment that is achieved through positive 

relationships between employees, their supervisors, and their organizations. The resulting 

benefits manifest as explicit, outwardly observable actions aimed at the furtherance of 

organizational goals and objectives (Macey et al., 2009). The U.S. Merit Systems 

Protection Board [MSPB] (2008) indicted that in the federal sector there are significant 

differences in employee engagement scores between agencies. Further, the agencies with 

the highest engagement scores have invested in leadership training aimed at improving 

supervisor-subordinate relationships (MSPB, 2008). The results are indicated in outward 

employee behaviors associated with improved attendance, overt commitment, and 

programmatic improvements (MSPB, 2008). 

Psychological Engagement 

Other definitions of employee engagement are more focused on the psychological 

states of individual employees. Kahn (1990), a seminal engagement researcher, posited 
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that engagement is enhanced by the development of three inwardly focused emotional 

states: meaningfulness, availability, and safety. Meaningfulness is “the sense of return on 

investments of self in role performances” and is developed through interpersonal 

relationships that contribute to feelings of worth (Kahn, 1990). For example, an employee 

with many friendly relationships at work may develop a personal sense of value and 

inclusion through those relationships. Similarly, an employee may feel an intrinsic 

connection with the workplace through his or her relationship with their supervisor. 

Brewer (2005) emphasized that in the federal sector, positive supervisor-subordinate 

relationships - specifically the capabilities of supervisors to build employee confidence 

and emphasize individual contributions to self, team and organization – contribute to 

feelings of meaningfulness and serve to improve overall performance. 

Psychological availability refers to having physical and emotional resources to 

persist without distractions at work (Kahn, 1990). An example would be an employee 

who is adequately resourced with job-centric materials, products, and both supervisor and 

peer support to facilitate absorption and maintain high performance without having to 

search for what they need. Rich et al. (2010) posited that individuals who are 

psychologically available consider themselves to be ready and available to invest their 

emotional energies into work and thus, they exhibit higher engagement. Availability is 

generally achieved through feelings of encouragement and satisfaction that are stimulated 

by advantageous employee-supervisor interactions. For example, when an employee feels 

that his or her relationship with their supervisor is strategically valuable in any way, 

maybe they benefit from flexible hours aimed at meeting their needs or regular rewards, 

they will, in turn, be more psychologically available. When employee confidence is 
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negatively impacted by lack of fit with social systems, perceived lack of supervisor or 

peer support, or inadequate resources to meet mission needs, employees’ psychological 

unavailability increases and commensurately, employee engagement levels will decrease 

(MSPB, 2008)   

Employee safety in the context of engagement refers to comfort associated with 

risk-taking and self-expression (Kahn, 1990). Marelli (2011) reinforced the importance of 

safety through the development of trust and open, two-way communication as an 

antecedent to employee empowerment and engagement. “Employees must believe that 

they can express their point of view without fear of negative repercussions or reprisal” 

(Marelli, 2011). An employee who feels safe will innovate in the organization’s best 

interest, support organizational goals, and enhance public opinion without fear of being 

judged or suppressed.  

While Kahn (1990) recognized employee engagement as a complex concept with 

multiple layers and contributing psychological and behavioral constructs, his position 

was primarily focused on engagement as an intrinsic phenomenon that connects 

individual employees with the organization through psyche, i.e., employees are aware of 

a transcendent, mental connection with the organization and feel bound to its mission and 

vision. Examples include emotions such as deep-seated passions, feelings of mental 

connectivity, positive mission-centric attitudes, and strong positive feelings about the 

nature of work being conducted and the work environment (Kahn, 1990).   

In the same vein, Maslach and Leiter (2008) envisioned the psychological aspects 

contributing to high levels of employee engagement as being the opposite of feelings 

related to burnout. “Engaged employees are generally energetic, enthusiastic, involved, 
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and effective versus feeling tired, annoyed with their job or position, contemptuous, and 

ineffective” (Maslach & Leiter, p. 94). Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) supported this 

position candidly with the statement that, “work engagement is the assumed opposite of 

burnout” (p.4). Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) highlighted that engaged employees can deal 

with the demands and rigors of their job, contrary to those suffering from burnout who, 

for some individualized reason, struggle with job performance. These definitions place 

significant emphasis on employees’ feelings, psychological states, emotions, and 

attitudes. 

A Comprehensive Definition of Engagement 

 While the abovementioned definitions that are based in the Kahn (1990) research 

and extend to incorporate other, primarily psychological characterizations that lack 

reference to overt manifestations of behaviors that demonstrate unquestionable dedication 

to expressed goals, the intrinsic engagement examples highlight emotional connections 

that link individual employees with their organization and its mission. While there is 

inherent uniqueness in each of the definitions, there is also ample opportunity and a 

foundation to advance a definition that acknowledges psychological, emotional, and 

spiritual engagement as an antecedent for behavioral engagement amongst employees. In 

summary, there is validity in each of the definitions and it is worthwhile to consider 

employee engagement as an amalgamation of both psychological, emotional, and 

spiritual connections to an organization, as well as overt behaviors, in the form of 

organizational citizenship type behaviors, that indicate commitment. 

 Macey and Schneider (2008) noted that although the psychological constructs of 

employee engagement are not precisely identified, the concept is worthy of further 
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exploration. Further, Macey and Schneider (2008) added that the employee engagement 

concept would be more useful if it were framed as embracing both emotional states, and 

the overt behaviors it implies. This implication builds upon Kahn’s (1990) research 

related to personal engagement as “an expression of a person’s preferred self in task 

behaviors that promote connections to work and to others” (p. 700). Kahn (1990) referred 

to physical, cognitive and emotional work engagement and Macey and Schneider (2008) 

expounded upon the exiting literature with an emphasis that employee engagement, as a 

construct, is most effectively viewed as encompassing both psychological and behavioral 

phenomenon.      

Employee Engagement and Performance 

 Kahn (1990) highlighted individual, personal engagement as the attachment of 

individual employees to their respective work roles. The existing employee engagement 

literature shows a distinct, positive correlation between employee engagement and 

performance. At the individual level, when employees are engaged in their work, they are 

more apt to behave in ways that contribute to the efficient and effective functioning of the 

organization (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010). With natural feelings of 

engagement coupled with regular manifestations of organizational citizenship behaviors, 

the same employees demonstrate a propensity to motivate others in the workplace 

(Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010). Along the same lines, Bates (2004) found that 

engaged retail and sales employees enjoy more positive interactions with customers that 

result in repeat purchases (loyalty) and customer referrals. It is important to remember 

that while large-scale organizational performance is generally thought to increase with 

the benefit of employees who are engaged, engagement is an individual-level construct 
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first, and, thus, individual-level outcomes will be the first to demonstrate advancement 

(Saks, 2006). These outcomes include improved supervisor/subordinate relationships, 

organizational citizenship behaviors at the individual level, and better employee attitudes 

in and about the work environment (Saks, 2006). All are definitive drivers of improved 

individual performance. The objective is to maximize engagement amongst the majority 

of the workforce, collectively, to advance organizational performance on the macro, 

enterprise level.  

 The multiple perspectives on employee engagement demonstrate an attempt by 

the field to construct a concept that has the potential to improve both the lives and 

wellbeing of individual employees, and large-scale organizational performance (Schuck 

& Wollard, 2010). Babcock-Roberson and Strickland (2010) indicated that a group of 

engaged employees who are invested in the organization and perform OCBs in concert 

contribute positively to overall organizational performance. While the phenomenon of 

engagement at the individual level benefits employees, including their psychological 

well-being, relationships, and level of connectivity with the organization, a workforce 

replete with engagement benefits the organization holistically (Babcock-Roberson & 

Strickland, 2010). Regarding the bottom line, employee engagement has been tied 

directly to overall financial performance. Schwartz (2012) highlighted that “companies 

with low engagement scores had an average operating margin just under 10 percent. 

Those with high traditional engagement had a slightly higher margin of 14 percent. 

Companies with the highest “sustainable engagement” scores had an average one-year 

operating margin of 27 percent.” It is evident that if organizations are seeking a 

competitive edge, the leadership techniques that drive employee engagement should be 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

26 

trained at every organizational level, modeled by existing leaders - especially those at the 

top - and regularly reinforced.  

Employee Engagement and Performance in the Federal Sector 

 Like all employers, federal organizations are seeking to optimize performance by 

measuring current levels of employee engagement, determining deficiencies, and 

pursuing methods to stimulate sustained improvement. Marrelli (2011) offered that the 

way an employee feels on Sunday, about returning to work on Monday, is a good 

indicator of the employee’s engagement level. Highly engaged employees recognize that 

there is important work to be done and although they appreciate their down time, they 

don’t view a return to work after a couple of days off as overly onerous and daunting 

(Marrelli, 2011). The MSPB (2008) added that these feelings of engagement, looking 

forward to work and getting satisfaction from work accomplishments, are encouraged 

when an employee feels valued, has a good relationship with his or her supervisor that 

includes consistent performance feedback, and the agency models an overall employee-

centric approach. The most successful federal agencies support their employees and work 

to satisfy their best interests (Byrne, et al., 2017). With respect to feelings of engagement 

and overall performance in the federal sector, the literature indicates an overwhelmingly 

positive relationship. That is, when employee engagement is up, both individual and 

agency-wide performance improve (Brewer, 2005; Byrne, et al., 2017; Fernandez, et al., 

2005; Marrelli, 2011; MSPB, 2008).  

 The United States Government Accountability Office [GAO] (2015) highlighted 

that increased levels of engagement, described as the level of purpose and commitment 

that an employee feels about their organization and its mission, translates to increased 
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performance. “Overall we found that what matters most in improving engagement levels 

is valuing employees – that is, an authentic focus on their performance, career 

development, and inclusion and involvement in decisions affecting their work” (GAO, 

2015). The MSPB (2009) agreed that the most successful federal agencies, those with 

both high engagement and a proven track record for high performance, value their 

employees above all else. The highest performing federal organizations are comprised of 

employees who know that they matter because their supervisors have the courage to 

communicate with them and build relationships that advance both individual employee 

interests and goals, and the larger-scale objectives of the organization (MSPB, 2009). The 

MSPB (2009) highlights six themes that emerged as most important for stimulating 

engagement amongst federal employees: pride in one’s work or workplace, strong 

organizational leadership, opportunity to perform well at work, appropriate recognition, 

prospect for future growth, and a positive work environment with some focus on 

teamwork. The team-centric approach was highlighted significantly in the literature as an 

engagement precursor in the federal sector with Brewer (2005) adding that the most 

successful federal supervisors are those who can orient their workforce toward one 

common goal that is universally accepted at the individual and team levels. 

The Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 

 With a clearly positive relationship between employee engagement and 

organizational performance in the federal sector, the Federal Government relies on the 

Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) to discern engagement levels in each 

agency across the federal spectrum. The FEVS began in 2002 as the Federal Human 

Capital Survey (FHCS) that was administered periodically (every 2-4 years) to measure 
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employee views in the federal sector (Office of Personnel Management [OPM], 2020). In 

2010, the FHCS was modified to focus on more actionable items and was renamed the 

FEVS (OPM, 2020). Since 2010, the FEVS has served as a quantitative instrument 

designed to measure “employee perceptions of whether, and to what extent, conditions 

consistent with successful organizations are present in their agencies” (OPM, 2020). 

Since 2010, the FEVS has been administered as a voluntary survey for all federal 

employee on a yearly basis. Results are tabulated and delivered to each organization with 

an expectation for review at every level, the advancement of identified best practices that 

have stimulated increased scores, and countermeasures development for areas identified 

as needing improvement. 

 The FEVS uses three subscales, Leaders Lead – measuring employees’ 

perceptions of the integrity of leadership and leadership behaviors such as 

communication and workforce motivation – Supervisor – measuring interpersonal 

relationships between employees and supervisors including trust, respect, and support - 

and Intrinsic Work Experience– measuring employee’s feelings of competency relating to 

their roles in the workplace, to determine the overall Employee Engage Index (EEI). The 

EEI is defined as “an employee’s sense of purpose that is evident in their display of 

dedication, persistence, and effort in their work or overall attachment to their 

organization and its mission” (OPM, 2020). The OPM’s definition is aligned with the 

aforementioned recommendations related to the engagement discipline comprising both 

behavioral and psychological tendencies.  

 The MSPB (2009) commended the FEVS as an opportunity to assess federal 

employee engagement and determine, specifically, in what areas agencies are successful 
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and conversely, where improvement is needed. However, Byrne et al., (2017) determined 

that the FEVS-EEI does not independently indicate whether an employee will be 

substantively engaged. To determine actual engagement additional information is needed 

about psychological meaningfulness and perceived job demands, this information does 

not exist within the FEVS instrument (Byrne et al., 2017). Kahn (1990) pointed to 

psychological meaningfulness as a significant component of employee engagement and 

thus, it is important to consider.  

 While there is debate in the literature about the efficacy of the FEVS as an 

instrument to measure employee engagement in the federal sector, there is definitive 

agreement that some agencies score much better than others, and similarly, some 

agencies are much more effective than others in the realm of motivating improvement 

based on FEVS results year to year. DHS, TSA’s parent organization was lauded in 2019 

for a substantive increase in overall EEI score, plus two percentage points, which was 

deemed significant for a very large organization, one with over 75,000 employees (OPM, 

2020). However, TSA, as an independent agency under the DHS umbrella, decreased one 

percentage point in EEI from 2018 to 2019, and was ranked as the 398th best place to 

work out of 420 organizations in the federal government (Best places to work, 2019). In 

comparison to the rest of the federal government, TSA’s EEI score is in the lower quartile 

for nine consecutive years with a high of 48/100 in 2011, and a low of 35.5/100 in 2016 

(Best places to work, 2019). With respect to the FEVS, TSA’s engagement scores are 

consistently low when compared to other organizations and collectively, TSA has not 

demonstrated an ability to improve.  
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Factors that Contribute to Employee Engagement 

 The existing employee engagement literature points to several factors that 

contribute to engagement in the workplace. While some contributors were identified and 

discussed earlier in this chapter, there is value in examining the phenomena further to 

understand the optimal environment that begets high engagement and commensurately, 

increased performance. Brewer (2005) indicated that for an extended period, poor 

performance resulting from low employee engagement in the federal sector went 

unnoticed and unaddressed. The problem was largely attributed to failures among 

frontline supervisors and was viewed as a “quiet crisis” until federal management 

agencies including the GAO, the MSPB, and the U.S. Congress became aware and 

involved (Brewer, 2005). The MSPB (2009) took notice of the emergent deficiency and 

worked to identify six contributors to employee engagement and the behaviors and 

practices necessary to encourage it, including: pride in work and agency, effective 

leadership, opportunity to perform well, positive work environment, appropriate 

recognition, and prospect for future growth. The MSPB (2009) posited that heightened 

connection between an employee and their work results in increased engagement that 

amplifies connection between the employee and the organization. In the private sector, 

the literature indicated a similar sentiment with employee sense of pride, employee sense 

of ownership, recognition for performance, belief in increased opportunity, job security, 

belongingness, psychological meaningfulness, supervisory relationships, and trust and 

empowerment highlighted as factors that significantly contribute to engagement 

(Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Gebauer & Lowman, 2009; Kumar & Pansari, 

2015). This section explores select contributors further.  
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Belongingness 

Kahn (1990) highlighted employees’ feeling of belongingness in an organization 

as an antecedent for employee engagement. Employees who feel that they belong are 

comfortable in their work roles and feel a sense of connectivity with the organization that 

reduces uncertainty (Hansen et al., 2014). Connected employees who take pride in their 

organizational role are more likely to participate, innovate, and engage in discretionary 

behaviors that are aimed directly at organizational objectives (Saks, 2006). Marrelli 

(2011) added that employees who don’t feel connected (void of belongingness) fail to 

commit the attention and effort necessary to be successful. The GAO (2015) related 

belongingness to new-hire employees and indicated that if concerted effort is made to 

make a new employee feel welcomed at the start, they will be more likely to develop an 

allegiance to the organization and contribute positively.    

Psychological Meaningfulness 

 Kahn (1990) referred to psychological meaningfulness, “a sense of self-concept 

that involves individual satisfaction for in-role performance,” as a factor that contributes 

to employee engagement. Psychological meaningfulness can be achieved through job 

characteristics that provide challenging work that is perceived as significant, allowances 

for personal discretion, participative decision-making, variety at work, and 

encouragement to utilize varied skill sets (Saks, 2006). Brewer (2005) related in-role 

performance satisfaction with supervisors and spoke about the individualized 

gratification they realize when influencing subordinate employees and teams positively. 

The meaningfulness that results motivates them to be better supervisors and benefits the 

organization holistically (Brewer, 2005). In sum, the literature demonstrates that 
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employees are more engaged when they feel a sense of accomplishment and 

psychological satisfaction related to completing work that is challenging, meaningful, and 

involves organic, discretionary skills application. 

Supervisory Relationships 

 Zhang et al. (2014) suggested that direct supervisors and their relationships with 

individual employees serve as a predictor of employee engagement. “Supervisors who are 

supportive, demonstrate trust and integrity, and communicate with their subordinates 

openly and interestedly contribute to higher levels of employee engagement” (Zhang et 

al., 2014, p. 9). In fact, the employment of specific leadership styles that emphasize 

authenticity, support, effective listening and communications, individuality, and shared 

vision is highlighted as the primary influencer of employee engagement (Babcock-

Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Hansen et al., 2014; Wang & Hsieh, 2013). Regarding 

communication between supervisors and subordinate employees, Rich et al. (2010) 

pointed to the importance of honest performance-based feedback as an engagement 

antecedent. The GAO (2015) highlighted communication from management as one of the 

strongest drivers of federal employee engagement and added that employees with 

reportedly low engagement generally feel that their supervisors fail to keep them apprised 

of organizational evolutions and goings on. Communication is important but it’s really 

about the accompanying relationship and personal connection between supervisors and 

employees (Marrelli, 2011). It is evident that engaged employees draw their motivations 

and capabilities to perform at a high level not only from within, but through supportive 

supervisors who are equally engaged in the organization and interested in promoting 

achievements for others.    
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Manifestations of Employee Engagement 

 This section examines the observable manifestations of employee engagement, 

that is, what others witness employees saying and doing. It is important to note that the 

field generally agrees that employee engagement manifests through both employee 

attitudes (the overt expression of psychological states) and employee behaviors (actions) 

(Dalal et al., 2012; Hansen et al., 2014; Macey et al., 2009; Saks, 2006). Organizations 

seek to stimulate constructive attitudes and contributory behaviors that inspire 

engagement positively and drive performance. Therefore, it is critical to examine the 

characteristics and behaviors of employees who are highly engaged. “Employee 

engagement has a direct organizational purpose, and indicates involvement, commitment, 

passion, enthusiasm, focused effort, and actionable energy” (Macey & Schneider, 2008, 

p.4). Kumar and Pansari (2015) posited that there are five observable dimensions of 

employee engagement: employee satisfaction, employee identification, employee 

commitment, employee loyalty, and employee performance.  

Employee Satisfaction  

 Satisfied employees demonstrate engagement through dedication, punctuality, and 

connection with the organization’s values and goals. Satisfied employees perceive 

themselves as an important part of the organization, and their commitment influences 

organizational outputs positively (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). In the case of federal 

workers, the MSPB (2009) indicated that when satisfaction is sustained through identified 

engagement drivers, long-term high-performance results. Macey and Schneider (2008) 

suggested that “satisfied employees have low levels of absenteeism and avoid actions 

associated with adaptive workplace withdrawal, such as taking mental-health days” (p. 
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7). Marrelli (2011) supported this assertion with data indicating that agencies with 

satisfied employees generally experience lower sick leave usage. Satisfied employees feel 

a reciprocal relationship with their organization and generally feel that they are supported 

and appreciated (Macey and Schneider, 2008). Employers benefit greatly from employees 

with higher levels of employee satisfaction. 

Employee Identification 

 Employee identification is a psychological state epitomized by individual 

relationships with the organization’s mission and vision. Employees who identify with 

the organization on a deep, personal level see themselves as an integral component of the 

organization’s successes and failures (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). This is critical in the 

federal sector and especially and in organizations working in national security, like TSA 

(Brewer (2005). Kahn (1990) discussed employee identification as the attachment of 

employees to their individual work roles through feelings of investment in the 

organization. Macey et al. (2009) suggested that high levels of trust and fairness in the 

organization’s culture, and a worthwhile mission are the key to inspiring employee 

identification. Generally, employees seek to feel a part of something bigger than their 

individual self and identifying psychologically with an organization’s mission and vision 

can fulfill this innate desire (Kahn, 1990). These feeling are characterized by the concept 

of employee identification.  

Employee Commitment 

 Employee commitment stems directly from employee identification. A high level 

of employee identification is an antecedent for employee commitment. Commitment is an 

important facet of employee engagement, as high levels of commitment drive employees 
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to exceed the standards expected in their respective position (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). 

Committed employees generally believe in what they’re doing, are less likely to engage 

in misconduct, and more likely to engage in overt organizational citizenship behaviors 

(Macey & Schneider, 2008). Committed employees demonstrate behaviors that are not 

part of their job description but are still essential for organizational success and are 

important in some way to enhancing a positive environment that is fundamental for 

individual and group performance (Macey & Schneider, 2008). The GAO (2015) cited 

commitment as a core component of engagement and described that employee’s 

commitment will increase when they feel the same level of commitment from the 

organization. The fact that organizational commitment to employees is lacking in the 

federals sector was highlighted prominently in the literature and in every case, the first 

line supervisor position was identified as having the best opportunity to demonstrate that 

the organization cares (Brewer, 2005; Byrne et al., 2017; GAO, 2015; MSPB, 2008; 

MSPB, 2009)  

Employee Loyalty 

 Loyalty is a trait that every organization wants to inspire in its employees. Loyalty 

is embodied by a positive attitude about the organization and feelings of unbridled 

devotion that motivates an employee’s desire to stay in their role and exceed expectations 

while at work (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). Loyalty is earned through mutual trust that 

serves as the foundation of an employee’s relationship with their organization and results 

in reciprocal dependability (MSPB, 2008). Loyal employees also represent the 

organization positively outside of the workplace and take care to describe their 

organization and their role with adulation and respect (Kumar & Pansari, 2015). 
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Employees who feel loyal serve as role-model representatives of the organization inside 

and outside of work and stimulate customer satisfaction (Hansen et al., 2014).  

Employee Performance 

 Increased employee performance is the desired end-state for organizations, the 

direct result of increased employee engagement. Kumar and Pansari (2015) offered that 

employee performance manifests in the quality of goods and services the company 

produces and in customer interactions and feedback. Similarly, Mone, et al. (2011) 

identified a direct correlation between performance management, the approaches 

implemented to assist employees in their endeavors to achieve personal and 

organizational goals, and employee engagement. Marrelli (2011) positioned that among 

federal employees, disengaged employees perform at the absolute minimum level 

required to keep their job, there is no discretionary effort. Conversely, highly engaged 

employees do their best every day at work and generally, don’t even have to think about 

high performance because it comes naturally (Marrelli, 2011). In summary, employee 

engagement is evidenced in the acts carried out by employees that are aimed toward 

achieving performance goals. 

Measuring Employee Engagement 

 For the past several decades, employers in the public and private sectors have 

been relying on feedback related to employee satisfaction to determine what motivates 

employees and consequently, how to improve both performance and productivity. More 

recently, since the 1990s, additional characteristics and behaviors that comprise the 

employee engagement phenomenon were assessed to determine their impact on 

organizations (Dalal et al., 2012). While instruments designed to measure engagement are 
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plentiful and more are emerging with regularity, there are a couple that are viewed as 

preeminently preferred and most often used in both academia and the business sector. For 

the purposes of this study, the Gallup Q12 and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES) were considered as instruments to determine employee engagement levels 

among the TSO population in upstate New York.  

The Gallup Q12 

The Gallup Q12 Employee Engagement Survey is an existing, published instrument 

designed to assist businesses in their efforts to understand how to increase employee 

engagement. The Gallup Q12 Survey uses a Likert Scale, a format in which respondents 

are asked to strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree (or some close 

variation), to express their feelings regarding a very specific statement. It should be noted 

that in this survey, extremes (strongly agree/strongly disagree) were included 

purposefully to help discriminate between the most productive individuals and groups 

and the rest (Forbringer, 2002). Gallup (2016) offered that “researchers spent decades 

writing and testing hundreds of survey questions, because their wording and order are 

important when it comes to accurately measuring engagement.” “Their research yielded 

Gallup's Q12 survey: the 12 questions that measure the most important elements of 

employee engagement” (Gallup, 2016). 

 Regarding reliability, as a total instrument (sum or mean of data collection 

items/questions 1-12), the Gallup Q12 has a Cronbach's alpha of 0.91 at the business-unit 

level (Harter, Schmidt, Killham, Agrawal, 2009). Regarding validity, the validity of the 

survey is demonstrated in its ability to predict employee performance, i.e. employee 

engagement correlates positively with employee performance. Employee successes and 
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high levels of performance are the criteria that render the survey valid. Between 1997 and 

2006, seven meta-analyses encompassing 29,310 work units were aimed at generalizing 

the relationship between engagement and performance (Harter et al., 2009). Results of 

the analyses revealed substantial criterion-related validity for each of the Q12 items 

(Harter et al., 2009). 

 Based on the existing literature and information from industry, the Gallup Q12 

was the preferred instrument for this research. When Gallup was contacted to obtain 

permission to use the Q12, they requested the research proposal and a meeting with a 

Partner and a Legal Associate to determine fit. During the meeting, Gallup explained that 

the Q12 is not designed to offer engagement data on individual employees. Instead, the 

instrument uses mapping structures to link individual employees to designated 

supervisors to form groups (Gallup, 2016). After discussing the research question and 

methodology at length, Gallup offered an option to modify the research plan to 

incorporate additional, open-ended questions as an addendum to the Q12 that would offer 

insight into how employees perceive their supervisor’s leadership style. The intent was to 

approve the existing research plan with modifications aimed at assisting Gallup gain 

insight into the federal workforce at the TSA. Ultimately, with considerations to 

academic vigor and the true intent of this DIP, the offer from Gallup was declined and the 

Q12 was eliminated as a potential instrument for this study. 

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) 

  For this study, the UWES was ultimately selected as the optimal instrument. The 

UWES is an existing, published quantitative data collection instrument designed to assist 

organizations in their efforts to measure and increase employee engagement amongst 
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their respective workforces. The UWES uses a 17-item Likert-type scale, a format in 

which respondents are asked to express how they feel at work in the context of a very 

specific statement on a scale from 0 to 6, as follows: 

Figure 1 

UWES Likert-type scale 

 

It should be noted that in this survey, extremes (Never, Always) were included 

purposefully to help discriminate between the most productive departments (i.e., most 

engaged) and the rest (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). This approach helped to identify 

extreme cases for the qualitative portion of the study. Removing the extremes would 

weaken the scale by eliminating the variability of answers. 

 As a total instrument, the UWES showed good internal reliability, with a 

Cronbach's alpha ranging from .88 to .95 at the business-unit level. In addition, “all 

scales of the UWES are highly internally consistent” (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p. 27). 

With considerations to test-retest reliability, there are multiple studies that assess the 

stability of the UWES across time. Results indicated that no large difference in stability 

exists over time between the three dimensions of the UWES (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, 

p. 27). 

 Regarding validity, criterion-related validity is based on some external criterion 

(Creswell, 2014). Validity studies have concluded that work engagement, as measured by 

the UWES, is negatively associated with burnout, can be discriminated from 
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workaholism, and predicts employee performance, i.e., high employee (work) 

engagement correlates positively with employee performance (Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2004). Employee successes and high levels of performance are the criteria that render the 

survey valid. Since its introduction in 1999, multiple analyses encompassing thousands of 

work units were aimed at characterizing the UWES’ relationship with burnout and 

workaholism while highlighting work engagement’s role in workers’ health and well-

being and performance (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Results of the analyses revealed 

substantial criterion-related validity for each of the UWES items and indicated that 

engaged employees, as identified via the UWES, are positive, healthier, and regularly 

display mission-centric discretionary behaviors (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Leadership Styles and Employee Engagement 

 The previous sections indicated that leadership plays an important role in 

influencing employee engagement in the workplace. Contributory factors – including 

sense of pride, sense of ownership, recognition for performance, belongingness, positive 

supervisory/subordinate relationships, job security, authenticity, and trust – were 

highlighted as mechanisms for optimizing the engagement culture (Babcock-Roberson & 

Strickland, 2010; Gebauer & Lowman, 2009; Hansen et al., 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 

2015; Macey et al., 2009). Despite ambiguity in the existing literature surrounding the 

definition of leadership, the concept appears to be a significant factor affecting 

engagement (Macey & Schneider, 2008). This section introduces specific leadership 

styles from the perspective of their potential to complement and/or inhibit employee 

engagement in the workplace. 
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Transformational Leadership 

 Transformational leaders are lifelong learners who yearn to discover the strengths 

and weaknesses of individual employees in order to forge organizational connectivity and 

individual relationships with the stated mission (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010). 

Transformational leaders believe in people and model expectations through ethical 

conduct and individualized investment (Zhang et al., 2014). These leaders are visionary, 

in that they see the big picture and understand how each employee can contribute to 

something larger than the individual self (Zhang et al., 2014). Bass (1985) highlighted the 

most critical aspect of transformational leadership as the ability to motivate employees by 

transforming their personal values to align with a shared organizational vision. 

Transformational leadership emphasizes psychological connectivity with the mission and, 

on the surface, complements the factors that serve to influence employee engagement. 

Authentic Leadership 

 Authentic leadership is built on ethics, promotion of self-awareness, moral 

perspective, and positive self-capacity (Walumbwa, et al., 2008). Wang and Hsieh (2013) 

argued that authentic leadership promotes a positive work environment and contributes to 

sustained organizational achievements. This concept correlates directly with improved 

performance, a trend that today’s organizations are seeking to promote. Leaders who are 

authentic are more likely to form lasting bonds with their employees that are built on trust 

(Zhang et al., 2014). In short, employees seek authenticity in their leaders and want to 

work with someone who is true to their word and demonstrates morality in both 

leadership (i.e., dealing with people) and management (i.e., dealing with processes). It is 
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evident in the literature that there is a link between authentic leadership and the factors 

that contribute to high levels of employee engagement.  

Classical / Authoritative Leadership 

Classical or authoritative leadership is typified by a “group of elite leaders who 

command and guide others toward a desired end state” (Avery, et al. 2004). The desired 

end state or goal may or may not be known by the employees who are being directed 

(Avery et al., 2004). This leadership style typically involves consequences for 

disobedience, and, thus, employees are not encouraged to offer feedback and do not 

question orders because they are fearful (Zhang et al., 2014). The autocratic approach to 

leadership does not require a psychological or behavioral investment from employees, 

and, typically, employee engagement in the true sense does not result (Zhang et al., 

2014). The literature does not support classical/authoritative leadership as a contributor to 

high levels of employee engagement in the workplace.         

Transactional Leadership 

 Transactional leadership is based on deals between supervisors and subordinates 

where supervisors negotiate agreements to meet their subordinates’ needs in exchange for 

labor (Zhang et al., 2014). In most cases, transactional leaders are focused on themselves 

and their own interests rather than the interests of the group or the organization (Johnson, 

2015). In summary, transactional leaders are seeking to ensure that their personal needs 

are met by offering rewards for subordinate employees who perform. In turn, the 

transactional leader is viewed as high performing by her/his supervisor. If followers meet 

the agreed-upon objectives, they are provided with recognition and rewards. If they do 

not, they are often disciplined for falling short (Johnson, 2015). This approach is akin to 
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piecework in many American manufacturing settings. By making deals with followers, 

e.g., you will make $1.00 for every widget you complete, transactional leaders can instill 

a sense of self-confidence in followers and motivate them to expend extra energy to reach 

specified performance goals (Zhang et al., 2014). Like classical/authoritative leadership, 

the transactional approach does not encourage factors that contribute to employee 

engagement.     

Summary 

 In summary, this literature review examined perspectives on the construct of 

employee engagement from the existing literature. It offered that although the definitions 

of employee engagement are varied, it is worthwhile to consider employee engagement 

as an amalgamation of enhanced employee psychological states and the purposeful 

application of behaviors that are evident to others, directed toward the organization’s 

goals, and embodied by commitment, initiative, determination, and perseverance (Kahn, 

1990; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Saks, 2006; Schuck & Wollard, 2009; Zhang et al., 

2014). Employee engagement was identified as correlating positively with performance 

at both the individual and organizational levels (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010; 

Brewer, 2005; Khan, 1990; Marrelli, 2011). Further, specific factors that contribute to 

employee engagement were identified, including job security, trust, sense of pride, 

belongingness, communications, psychological meaningfulness, pride in work and 

agency, effective leadership, and supervisor/subordinate relationships (Babcock-

Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Brewer, 2005; Byrne et al, 2017; Hansen et al., 2014; 

Kumar & Pansari, 2015; Marrelli, 2011; Wang & Hsieh, 2013). Empiric manifestations 

of employee engagement, i.e., how employees show that they are engaged through overt 
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behaviors, were analyzed and instruments to measure employee engagement were 

considered. 

 From the perspective of leadership, specific leadership styles were examined, and 

transformational and authentic leadership were identified as contributing to an 

engagement culture (Bass, 1985; Walumbwa et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2014). 

Conversely, classical/authoritative leadership and transactional leadership were identified 

as effective for some work settings but were generally inhibitors for employee 

engagement (Avery et al., 2004; Johnson, 2015; Zhang et al., 2014). The literature points 

to employee engagement as a desired cultural norm that begets improved performance 

and identifies specific leadership styles that enhance engagement. Therefore, those 

leadership styles that correlate positively with high levels of employee engagement 

should be modeled, trained, and sustained in organizations seeking to stimulate an 

improved performance culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

45 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to identify 

leadership styles that contribute to high levels of employee engagement at the 

Transportation Security Administration (TSA), a dynamic, risk-based security 

organization that is epitomized by a hierarchal structure and bureaucratic design. This 

section serves to describe the methodology that was used to gather, analyze, and interpret 

data related to the relationship between perceived leadership styles and employee 

engagement amongst Transportation Security Officers (TSOs) in upstate New York. This 

study was necessary because the relationship between perceived leadership styles and 

employee engagement has never been explored at TSA. Further, the very mission of the 

TSA, to protect the nation’s transportation systems and ensure freedom of movement for 

people and commerce (DHS, 2014), highlights the need to develop highly engaged 

Transportation Security Officers who are wholly invested in the mission and driven to 

perform.  

 The information that follows specifies the research questions and details the 

study’s methodological approach. Data sources and participant recruitment strategies are 

explained, and both quantitative surveys and semi-structured qualitative interviews are 

identified as the study’s primary data collection tools. A comprehensive data analysis 

plan including mixed methods inquiry that integrates quantitative and qualitative research 

will be described, followed by the researcher’s purposeful, anticipatory reflection on the 

study as a Dissertation in Practice.      
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Research Questions 

 Evidence indicates that a high level of employee engagement is an antecedent for 

improved performance in organizations (Hansen et al., 2014). Therefore, in the context of 

the TSA mission statement, both the TSA and the traveling public, who relies on the TSA 

to provide a world-class security apparatus, would benefit significantly from a TSO 

workforce that is engaged and performing at a high level. TSO performance, for the 

purposes of this study, correlates directly with overall security applications including 

threat detection capabilities. That is, the ability to provide optimally effective and 

efficient security services for the travelling public. This chapter articulates the framework 

for how this study answered the following research questions: 

Question 1: What is the range of engagement scores amongst the full-time 

Transportation Security Officer (TSO) workforce in Upstate New York (UNY)? 

Question 2: What are the TSO’s perceptions of the leadership style(s) of their 

first-line, direct supervisor? 

Question 3: How do the qualitative themes concerning perceived leadership styles 

explain variation in the TSO’s employee engagement scores? 

Research Design 

 This study featured an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design. 

Mixed methods approaches can be superior to single method designs (quantitative or 

qualitative) by way of their ability to answer questions that the other, single approach 

cannot (Pole, 2007). With respect to strengths associated with a mixed methods approach, 

the researcher is getting the best of both worlds by employing two distinct research 

tactics. In the case of an explanatory mixed methods design, words, pictures, and social 
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narratives (qualitative) gleaned through interviews can be used to add meaning to 

numbers and statistics (quantitative) assembled through reliable and valid questionnaires 

(Creswell, 2014). The explanatory sequential mixed methods approach to this study 

provided the most effective means to gather statistical data related to employee 

engagement amongst TSOs, and subsequently explore why employee engagement is 

expressed as it is – either high or low – through interviews aimed at determining 

perceptions of leadership amongst purposively selected employees. This approach 

resulted in the establishment of a definitive relationship between perceived leadership 

styles and employee engagement at TSA. 

Quantitative Methods    

According to Creswell (2014), quantitative data collection methods are 

appropriate for exploring the relationship among variables that can be measured using 

instruments and reported on statistically.  Further, quantitative research promotes greater 

objectivity and accuracy of results (Creswell (2015). Quantitative analysis was utilized to 

determine employee engagement levels amongst the study sample in this research 

because it is much more objective than qualitative research and will serve to establish 

defined levels of employee engagement (high or low) that can be expressed statistically. 

Because few variables and many participants are involved, and quantitative analysis 

employs prescribed, existing procedures to ensure validity and reliability, the research 

herein can be replicated so as to facilitate comparisons across categories and over periods 

of time. Finally, quantitative methods in this design provide data that support 

generalizations about the employee engagement phenomenon that is being researched in 

this study (Mcilquham, 2012). 
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Qualitative Methods 

 Creswell and Poth (2018) likened qualitative research to an intricate fabric 

composed of many colors, textures, and materials woven together to capture individual 

perspectives and general worldviews for the purpose of discovering underlying 

community constructs and relationship patterns. In this study, a qualitative interview was 

utilized as an explanatory instrument to determine why employees expressed their 

engagement as either high or low, with a focus on their perceptions of their first-line, 

direct supervisor’s leadership style. A qualitative approach in the form of a semi-

structured interview is useful because it provides depth and detail by recording 

respondents’ attitudes, feelings and behaviors (Creswell, 2014). If executed properly, the 

qualitative interview approach can create openness by expanding responses through 

probing questions and opening new topics not initially considered. In addition, it can 

elicit individual experiences, observations, and feelings that promote a detailed 

representation of the social situation (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative methods were utilized 

in this design to formulate a nexus between employee engagement and perceived 

leadership styles.   

 The variables under study in this Dissertation in Practice are leadership styles and 

employee engagement. The variables are defined as follows: 

 Leadership Styles: The relatively consistent pattern of behavior applying to 

 leader-follower interactions (Attridge, 2009). 

 Employee Engagement: The assumed opposite of burnout and an employee 

quality that intimates regular energy and enthusiasm at work, connectivity with 
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work activities, and the ability of an individual to handle the rigors of their 

respective work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

 A simple random sample method was utilized for the initial, quantitative portion 

of this study. Creswell (2015) offered that sampling in quantitative research, like the 

survey-based method in this study, typically follows random procedures. A random 

sample involves a method in which each element has an equal chance of selection 

(Creswell, 2015). The sample in this study will be drawn from the population of 322 full-

time TSOs who are employed by TSA in upstate New York (UNY). Population, 

according to Creswell (2014), refers to the specified aggregate of the group or collection 

about which a researcher is interested in generalizing. The UNY area of responsibility 

(AOR) spans 13 federalized airports in New York State. Geographically, the UNY AOR 

stretches east to west from Albany to Buffalo and north to south from the Canadian 

border to the Pennsylvania border (Binghamton, N.Y). The area encompasses 13 airports 

with full-time TSO counts ranging from 130 at Buffalo, NY, to 8 at the region’s smallest 

airport in Saranac Lake, NY. Again, the aggregate full-time TSO population totals 322 

employees.     

 It is unreasonable to assume that a study can reach every individual in a target 

population. In this case, it would be impractical to expect a questionnaire response from 

every full-time TSO in upstate New York. Therefore, the researcher collected a random 

sample that was adequately representative of the target population. According to Jupp 

(2006), this is the foundation of population validity: “the extent to which sample 

distributions mirror those of the population that the sample is supposed to represent.” It is 
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critical, then, to determine the number of individual full-time TSOs that need to be 

examined (sample size) to generate an appropriately representative study. According to 

Survey Monkey (2017), factoring a 5% margin of error, a 90% confidence level, and a 

50% response distribution, the required sample size for this study was approximately 98 

individual TSOs. 

 Participants for the quantitative portion of this explanatory sequential mixed 

methods study were identified through full-time TSO seniority lists generated from each 

airport. The entire full-time population, 322 TSOs, received the quantitative data 

collection tool (questionnaire) via email. This process was designed to ensure that the 

participant selection was adequately random, and each member of the population had 

equal, voluntary opportunity to participate in the study. Ultimately, after multiple emails 

aimed at soliciting response from the identified population, a total of 97 full-time TSOs 

opted to participate.  

 Following the quantitative analysis, a second qualitative research phase was 

conducted to examine the relationship between expressed levels of employee 

engagement, high or low, and individual TSOs’ perception of the leadership style of their 

first-line, direct supervisor. Extreme case purposive sampling was used for the qualitative 

portion of this study. Extreme case sampling is designed to find the most outstanding 

cases that best illustrate the research question at hand (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). This 

approach allowed the study to focus on interviewing the portion of the population, the 

most highly engaged and the lowest engaged, that was likely to yield the most productive 

results in terms of examining the relationship between employee engagement and 

perceived leadership styles.  
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Once the surveys from the quantitative portion of the study were returned, results 

were categorized into quintiles to determine employee engagement levels. In accordance 

Shaufeli and Bakker’s (2004) Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), the quintiles 

were labeled “very low,” “low,” “average,” “high,” and “very high” as means to 

categorize employee engagement amongst the TSO workforce in upstate New York. 

From the high engaged categories, the seven highest scores were selected. Those 

participants were contacted electronically (via email) and asked to participate in open-

ended, semi-structured interviews. Tie scores, which occurred in multiple cases, were 

mitigated through random sampling, the application of a random number generator to 

mitigate the tie. Based on the responses, the initial list of seven highest engaged 

employees (from the “very high” and “high” quintiles) was expanded consecutively, in 

order of engagement, in an attempt to achieve the targeted seven interview participants. 

 From the “very low” and “low” categories, the seven lowest scores were selected. 

Those participants were contacted electronically (via email) and asked to participate in 

open-ended, semi-structured interviews. Tie scores, which occurred in multiple cases, 

were mitigated through random sampling, the application of a random number generator 

to mitigate the tie. Based on the responses, the initial list of seven least engaged 

employees was expanded consecutively, in order of engagement, in an attempt to achieve 

the targeted seven interview participants. Unfortunately, based on lack of interest from 

the population of low engaged employees, only six participants were identified from the 

lowest quintiles.   

Guetterman (2015) described the qualitative sampling process as an “iterative 

series of decisions throughout the process of research” (p. 2). Based on researcher’s 
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instinct, and response to the situation-specific manner in which the exploration unfolds, 

an adequate qualitative sample is determined. In the case of the qualitative portion of this 

research, the targeted number of semi-structured interview participants (seven from each 

extreme, high and low engaged) was determined based on the general number of 

participants in each quantitative quintile, and iterative considerations regarding 

requirements to yield substantive data.  Once the 13 total interviews were completed, 

saturation, described by Guest et al. (2006) as “the point when no new information or 

themes were observed in the data,” was clearly achieved and it was evident that no 

additional interviews would be required. 

The qualitative interviews were focused on identifying how each participant 

perceived the leadership characteristics of their direct supervisor. Questions and 

identified characteristics related directly with specific, normative leadership styles, i.e., 

autocratic/classical, transactional, authentic, and transformational. Through extreme case 

purposive sampling, interviews, and thematic coding, I sought to determine which 

leadership styles correlate with expressed levels of employee engagement, either low or 

high.         

Data Collection Tools 

Quantitative Survey 

 Creswell (2015) described survey research as an optimal method to collect 

original and valid data relevant to a population that is too large to observe directly. In this 

case, for the quantitative portion of the explanatory sequential mixed methods design, 

responses were sought from a large sample of TSOs in the upstate New York TSA area of 
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responsibility. A questionnaire was determined to be the most appropriate collection tool 

to gather data that were generalizable, and could be easily analyzed, coded, and reported. 

 This study utilized the 17-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) to 

measure employee engagement. According to Schaufeli et al. (2006), the UWES is a 

questionnaire designed to measure work engagement: “a positive work-related state of 

fulfillment that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (p. 701). The 

UWES, in its 17-item format, includes all three of these elements of work engagement 

according to Schaufeli and Bakker (2004): 

 Vigor: Characterized by high levels of energy and mental resilience while  

 working, the ability to invest in one’s work, and persistence even in the face of 

 difficulties. 

 Dedication: Refers to being strongly involved in one’s work and experiencing a 

 sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge. 

 Absorption: Characterized by being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in  

 one’s work, whereby time passes quickly, and one has difficulties with detaching 

 oneself from work. 

Since its inception, the UWES was further refined from 17 Likert items, to 15 Likert 

items, to nine Likert items in an effort to execute the simplest questionnaire without 

compromising reliability or validity, and, further, to avoid participant attrition in the 

survey process (Schaufeli et al., 2006). After considering the nine-item UWES, it was 

determined that the original, 17-item scale would be most appropriate for this study. This 

decision was based on the fact that the 17-item scale was determined to be more 

internally consistent (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
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Qualitative Semi-Structured Interviews 

 A semi-structured interview was utilized for the qualitative portion of this 

explanatory sequential mixed methods study. A semi-structured interview features a list 

of pre-determined questions and unfolds in a conversational manner, allowing the 

interviewer to probe issues that the participant emphasizes as important (Clifford, 2016). 

The semi-structured format was important in this study to explore participant responses 

related to perceived leadership styles of their direct supervisor. The interviews were 

intended to extract meaningful data that effectively categorized perceptions of leadership 

in the framework of established, normative leadership styles: autocratic/classical, 

transactional, authentic, and transformational. This study featured five predetermined 

interview questions that were delivered in a standard order to thirteen participants who 

were selected via extreme purposive sampling of quantitative engagement data. Based on 

the response to each question, follow-up probes were utilized to explore the participant’s 

social experiences in depth and to optimize the quality of the data being collected. 

The five standard questions that were featured during the semi-structured qualitative 

interviews follow: 

1.  Can you explain, in your own words, the leadership characteristics and traits of 

your direct supervisor? 

2. Can you offer a general idea of your direct supervisor’s view on authority and 

obedience? 

3. How would you explain your supervisor’s ability to motivate you, as an 

individual TSO, to work for and achieve your goals and the broader goals of the 

organization, instead of his/her immediate self-interests? 
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4. Please offer some insight about your supervisor’s tendencies to promote 

compliance with his/her direction through rewards and punishments. 

5. How would you explain your supervisor’s relationship with the following terms: 

self-awareness, balanced processing, internalized moral perspective, and 

relational transparency?  

Data Collection Procedures 

Quantitative Data Collection 

 The data collection process for this study began with Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval. Next, using Qualtrics Survey Software, a product provided to Creighton 

University Graduate Students free of charge, the researcher developed a web-based 

version of the UWES-17. Permissions to utilize the UWES as the primary quantitative 

instrument in this study was coordinated with the questionnaire developers. The primary 

strength of using an existing quantitative instrument in this research is the fact that the 

instrument was extensively tested at the time of use (Creswell, 2014).  

 Next, an informed consent form to be delivered to potential participants was 

developed. After the survey was verified as active and working as intended, the 

researcher used the various features of Qualtrics to deliver the surveys and informed 

consent forms confidentially, monitor daily response rates, follow-up on unanswered 

surveys, collect the data, and execute scoring and analysis in accordance with UWES 

instructions for practical use. It should be noted that based on the UWES developer’s 

determination that the term “work engagement” leads to employee connotations that 

might result in bias, the survey was titled, “Work and Well-being Survey (UWES)” 

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).  
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 The survey was delivered via email to the entirety of the Upstate New York full-

time Transportation Security Officer workforce, 322 employees in total. Email addresses 

were obtained using the existing U.S. Department of Homeland Security Global Address 

Directory. Of the 322 surveys that were sent, 112 were started and 97 were completed. 

The response rate for the quantitative portion of this research was 30.1%. Considering 

that Fan and Yan (2010) indicated that response rates for web-based surveys are 

generally expected to me markedly lower that other survey types (e.g. telephone and mail 

surveys), I was satisfied with the response rate for the quantitative portion of this 

research. 

 The 322 UWES surveys delivered via email were sent out in multiple iterations 

with reminders encouraging the population to partake. The initial email invited all 322 

members of the target population to participate in the UWES. The email featured a note 

from the researcher that identified his position as a graduate student, discussed the 

purpose of the research study as contributory to the TSA and its mission, and highlighted 

consent, the voluntary nature of the survey, confidentiality, and mechanisms to request a 

copy of the research and ask research related questions to the IRB.  

 Next, a reminder email was sent to 268 unfinished respondents. At that point, 

twelve days after the initial survey invitation was delivered, the response rate was 16.8 

percent. Soon after, a second reminder email was sent to 225 unfinished respondents. At 

that point, 25 days after the initial survey invitation was delivered, the response rate was 

30.1 percent, the total response rate achieved for the overall survey period. Once it was 

determined that there would be no additional respondents, a note of appreciation was sent 

to the 97 participants. Specifically, the email identified the survey as a success and that 
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the response rate was deemed adequate to ensure an acceptable confidence level, 

identified that some participants would be contacted with a request to participate in the 

second, qualitative portion of the research, and offered appreciation for the respondents’ 

time and effort associated with the survey. The appreciation email was the final 

participant directed correspondence regarding the quantitative, survey portion of this 

study. Once the quantitative data was returned, the Qualtrics data analysis tool was 

utilized to organize the data and identify extreme cases for the qualitative, semi-

structured interview portion of the study. 

Qualitative Data Collection 

   Once extreme cases were identified through purposive sampling, potential 

participants for the qualitative portion of the research were contacted via email using the 

Department of Homeland Security Global Address Directory. Recipients were thanked 

for participating in the quantitative survey portion of the research and advised that they 

were selected to participate in the second, semi-structured interview phase. The email 

advised that the interviews would be conducted telephonically, would feature five 

primary questions, and would take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Sturges and 

Hanrahan (2014) concluded that telephone interviews can be used productively in 

qualitative research. From an ethical standpoint, the telephonic approach also reinforced 

confidentiality with the participants as the interviews were not conducted in the 

workplace.  

 The email went on to explain that the interview phase was strictly voluntary, that 

there were no risks associated with participation, that there would be no compensation, 

that the interviews would be recorded to facilitate transcription, and that all interviews 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

58 

would be confidential. The email instructed the potential participants to respond to 

schedule an interview if they were interested and closed with instruction pertaining to 

participant rights and how to contact the researcher or the IRB for additional information 

as required. 

 A total of 33 UWES participants were contacted to achieve 13 participants for the 

qualitative research. The process to identify participants for the semi-structured 

interviews was challenging, particularly when trying to identify participants in the very 

low and low engagement categories. My initial intent was to interview seven participants 

with very high or high engagement, and seven participants with very low or low 

engagement. I sought to have an even sample from each extreme (high and low) to 

optimize the efficacy of the research and to determine the relationship between reported 

engagement levels and perceived leadership styles amongst the TSO workforce. Further, 

based on Guest, et al.’s (2006) determination that qualitative data saturation generally 

occurs after 12 interviews, I was focused on that number as the optimal minimum.  

 There were four UWES participants who reported very high engagement, three of 

the four opted to participate in the qualitative research. There were 20 participants in the 

high engagement category, the targeted seven participants were identified after reaching 

the individual ranked 5th in the high engagement category. In summary, it required 

invitations to nine very high or high engaged employees to achieve the desired seven 

qualitative participants.  

 Of the four UWES participants that reported very low engagement, two 

opted to participate in the qualitative research. There were 20 participants in the low 

engagement category, after inviting all to participate in the qualitative research a total of 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

59 

six from the low engagement categories committed to an interview. The targeted seven 

participants from the very low and low engagement quintiles was not achieved. At that 

point, I decided to avoid seeking qualitative participants from the average engagement 

quintile, and to move forward with semi-structured interviews with seven very high or 

high engaged employees, and six very low or low engaged employees. Using a Random 

Number Generator, each qualitative participant was assigned a number, 1 – 13, for the 

purposes of identifying the semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 The 13 semi-structured interviews were scheduled according to participant 

availability and executed telephonically. The interviews were recorded using an Olympus 

brand Digital Voice Recorder, model number WS-852. At the outset of each interview 

the participants were reminded that they were being recorded. After introductions the 

interview began with the first of five primary, open-ended questions that were asked of 

each participant.  While the questions were standardized, probes and follow-ons were 

utilized throughout each interview as means to maximize the richness of data based on 

the participants’ social experiences and recollections, thoughts, and feelings about 

experiences with, and perceptions of, their supervisor’s leadership style.   

Ethical Considerations 

 As this research involves human subjects, it was essential to consider ethics in the 

research process. The IRB at Creighton University was established “to protect the rights 

and welfare of human research subjects recruited to participate in research activities 

conducted under the auspices of Creighton University” (Policies and Procedures, 2014). 

As this study included a survey aimed at determining levels of employee engagement 
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amongst the TSO workforce, followed by interviews to identify purposely sampled 

participants’ perceptions of their direct supervisors’ leadership styles, it was critical that 

the IRB review and approve the research proposal to ensure ethical conduct related to 

human rights, data collection, and data analysis and interpretation. Roberts (2010) 

reminded us that when considering the rights of human subjects, ethical standards and 

principles dealing with confidentiality, coercion, and consent are the IRB’s primary 

concern. The IRB approved this study upon initial submission in October 2017. 

 The primary ethical issue associated with this study was related to confidentiality. 

Sieber acknowledged confidentiality as “agreements with persons about what may be 

done with their data” (as cited in Roberts, 2010) in order to protect their privacy. 

Historically, although integrity and team spirit have been outlined among TSA’s core 

values, trust levels between field-level TSOs and their direct supervisors are 

unpredictable and situationally dependent. I have gleaned this information through over 

17 years of experience with the screening workforce, including a three-year stint in 

uniform as a TSO, Lead Transportation Security Officer (LTSO), and Supervisory 

Transportation Security Officer (STSO) at the beginning of my TSA career.  

With respect to this study, I received feedback from participants related to fears 

that compromised data regarding employee engagement and perceived leadership styles 

would lead to retaliation by supervisory personnel. For example, a TSO who does not 

express herself as engaged was hesitant to participate in a qualitative interview because 

she feared that a supervisor would discover her involvement and have access to her 

responses, resulting in a reduced performance rating. Therefore, it was critical that 

participants were informed about what would happen to the data collected. Data was 
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coded to ensure anonymity and stored securely during the study. Specifically, study codes 

were used to identify completed questionnaires, and a separate document that linked the 

study codes to participants’ identifying information was locked in a safe and was only 

accessible to the primary researcher for the duration of the study. The data will be 

destroyed at the study’s conclusion. It is important that participants have reasonable 

assurances that all data will be held in confidence (Roberts, 2010). Any indications that 

confidence was compromised would result in an inadequate response rate and questions 

related to the ethics of the research approach.  

   Emails to the potential participants included specific instructions and an 

explanation of their rights and disclosures in agreeing to take the quantitative survey. 

Data was collected with appropriate controls, and sample sizes adequately represented the 

defined population. Finally, permission to utilize the established data collection 

instrument – the UWES – was received in advance, and the reliability and validity of the 

survey instrument was verified and explained in detail to the participants. 

 Another significant ethical consideration associated with this study is my direct 

relationship with the participants. In short, I am a senior leader at the TSA with between 

four (for Supervisory TSOs) and six (for TSOs) levels of leadership separation between 

me and the participants. From the research subjects’ perspective, they may have been 

hesitant to participate based on assumptions about my potential impact on them and their 

respective careers. Further, the same potential subjects might have felt forced to 

participate out of fear of reprisal, or might have offered responses that, based on their 

knowledge of my leadership tendencies, they thought I wanted to hear. These ethical 

considerations were controlled for with a clear description of the research process and 
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assurances that there would be no personal impacts or gains, for both the researcher and 

the participants, as a result of participation.  

At the outset, the separation between the research and day-to-day transportation 

security operations were made clear, in writing. This clarity was present during both the 

quantitative and qualitative data collection periods. My primary role as a student, not as 

the Assistant Federal Security Director, was highlighted and emphasized. Further, the 

intent of the Dissertation in Practice concept, my role as an expert-insider, and the aim to 

develop the foundation for a TSA leadership training program to increase engagement 

and improve threat detection was accentuated. It is noteworthy that this research is 

directed towards making a difference in people’s lives and providing a framework for an 

improved transportation security apparatus without any ethical disturbances. Both the 

TSO workforce and the traveling public will ultimately benefit from this study. 

Throughout the study, I separated my role as a senior TSA leader from the research, and, 

fortunately, there were no concerns expressed.   

Data Analysis 

 “Mixed methods studies entail concrete operations at the technique level of 

research by which quantitative and qualitative techniques are used together and either 

remain distinct design components, or are explicitly integrated” (Caracelli & Greene, 

1997, p. 248). In this study, the two methodological disciplines had equal priority and 

were effectively integrated to examine the relationship between the two variables, 

employee engagement and perceived leadership styles. Qualitative analysis 

complemented quantitative analysis sequentially to explain why, in the context of 

perceived leadership styles, TSA employees expressed specific levels of employee 
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engagement, either high (“very high engagement” or “high engagement”) or low (“very 

low engagement” or “low engagement”). 

Quantitative Analysis 

 Once the UWES data was collected in the first, quantitative phase of the research, 

it needed to be analyzed. The intent of the quantitative portion of this study was to 

provide objective, easy to interpret results to be used to derive a sample for the follow-up, 

qualitative analysis. Further, the quantitative data was summarized in a way that allows 

for generalizations that can be applied to the greater population (Creswell, 2014), i.e., the 

larger TSO workforce. Using the Qualtrics analysis software, the researcher categorized 

the data derived from the survey instrument. The analysis tool allowed for generalizations 

about the levels of employee engagement amongst the TSA workforce categorized into 

quintiles in accordance with the UWES, that the researcher reported on statistically. 

Further, the analysis tool categorized individuals’ data in a manner that allowed the 

researcher to identify extreme cases for the second, qualitative portion of the research. 13 

of the most extreme cases, seven of the highest and the six of the lowest, were selected 

for qualitative research. 

Qualitative Analysis 

 Following the semi-structured interviews, each was transcribed, word for word, 

using Rev transcription services. After obtaining a Rev User profile, the audio files for 

each individual interview were uploaded to Rev and within 24 hours, the I received a 

detailed, word-for-word interview transcript. Following receipt, I listened back to the 

interviews and compared them with the transcript to verify accuracy. Once the transcripts 
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were verified as accurate, they were uploaded to MAXQDA, the program I selected to 

facilitate detailed qualitative and mixed methods data analysis relevant to this research. 

 Once all of the transcripts were uploaded to MAXQDA, I was able to start coding 

and categorizing the data. The data associated with the qualitative interviews was coded 

using MAXQDA analysis software. Using Saldana’s (2013) process related to coding as 

a cyclical act, the thirteen interviews were coded in a multi-phased process with an 

emphasis on categorizing the data and identifying overarching themes. Multiple 

categories resulted, some with sub-categories, from the refinement of hundreds of coded 

segments. Delving further, Saldana (2013) highlighted a theme as “the outcome of 

coding, categorization, and analytic reflection” (p. 13). In total, six major themes were 

identified from the data contained within the qualitative interview transcripts. Each was 

integrated with the quantitative results, and perceived leadership styles were expressed in 

the context of the employee’s level of reported engagement.  

Mixed Methods Analysis 

 The existing literature clarified the importance of integrating quantitative and 

qualitative findings in mixed method research. Bryman (2007) indicated that researchers 

often present quantitative and qualitative findings separately in mixed methods studies 

and fail to integrate the findings because it is difficult to fuse them and demonstrate a 

relationship. Further, Bryman (2007) indicated that “insufficient attention has been paid 

to the writing up of mixed methods findings and in particular to the ways in which such 

findings can be integrated (p. 21). Guetterman et al. (2015) answered the call for novel 

methods to integrate data through joint displays, tables or figures that integrate 

quantitative and qualitative data allowing them to “become interdependent in addressing 
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common research questions and hypotheses” (p.554). For this study, I utilized a joint 

display to integrate the quantitative UWES scores for the TSO workforce with the 

qualitative themes gleaned from the semi-structured interviews. The intent of the table 

was to demonstrate how the findings are interrelated. Specifically, how the qualitative 

themes and sub-themes concerning perceived leadership styles relate directly with the 

reported variations in employee engagement scores, either high or low.  

Reflections of the Researcher 

 This study is significant to the Transportation Security Administration. I chose the 

topic – the relationship between perceived leadership styles and employee engagement – 

because I am extremely invested in the TSA’s mission. As a public service organization, 

it is the TSA’s obligation to perform at a high level to meet the needs of our stakeholders, 

especially the traveling public. As the existing leadership literature demonstrates a 

definitive, positive nexus between employee engagement and performance (Hansen et al., 

2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2015; Marrelli, 2011; Pati, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014), I aimed to 

create the foundation for a leadership training curriculum to develop first-line supervisors 

and stimulate employee engagement at the Transportation Security Administration 

(TSA). 

 Reflecting on the dissertation journey, through every challenge I remained 

confident that I possessed the tools to be successful. While I was consistently concerned 

about balancing the rigors of work, family, and my dissertation requirements, I knew that 

dedication, determination, and my personal identification with “unity of mind and heart” 

would assist me through to completion. I had the heart to stay committed and complete 

the process, and mentally, I was confident that I would get it done. At times, the task 
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seemed inexplicably onerous and I found myself feeling overwhelmed, anxious, and 

confused. I am eternally grateful to my family, my dissertation advisors (particularly my 

Chair), and my supervisor at work who is instrumental in my life as a leadership 

exemplar, mentor, and friend. I have worked diligently to reach my education goals and 

I’m thankful for the lessons and experiences gleaned through this rigorous journey.  

Summary 

 This chapter presented an overview of the research methodology that was used for 

this explanatory mixed method study. I gathered, analyzed, and interpreted statistical data 

resulting from the initial quantitative phase, and then analyzed qualitative data obtained 

through open-ended, semi-structured interview questions. The objective was to 

effectively evaluate the relationship between perceived leadership styles and employee 

engagement amongst the TSO workforce in upstate New York. The chapter started with 

an explanation of the necessity of the research and a statement of the associated research 

question and hypothesis. The research design was presented followed by an explanation 

of the population and sampling methods. Data collection tools in the form of the survey 

and semi-structured interviews to be utilized were explained in detail, and ethical 

considerations related to the study were identified. The plan for data analysis was 

revealed and explained with an emphasis on integration. Finally, I offered reflection on 

how the research topic was identified and its importance, and I discussed the 

transformational journey of crafting a Dissertation in Practice. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This mixed methods study intended to identify leadership styles that contribute to 

high levels of employee engagement amongst full-time Transportation Security Officers 

(TSOs) at the TSA. This section will feature the findings of the research that was 

executed, both quantitative and qualitative, while integrating the disciplines in a mixed 

methods design. Integrating quantitative and qualitative data with care and precision can 

increase the usefulness of a mixed methods study significantly (Fetters, Curry, & 

Creswell, 2013). The section will begin with descriptive statistics aimed at identifying the 

time period of the quantitative survey, data analysis methods, the number of surveys sent 

out and how many were completed, and information about the respondents.  

 The quantitative findings that identified the engagement levels of the Upstate 

New York (UNY) TSO workforce, in both group and individual formats, will be 

presented next. The data, that indicated varied levels of engagement throughout the full-

time workforce, will be presented in tables to express means associated with each of the 

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) dimensions – Vigor, Dedication, and 

Absorption – and the total UWES scores at the census (group) level. Individually, 

quantitative engagement levels will be presented by engagement qualification in 

accordance with the UWES engagement level norms: “Very high,” “High,” Average,” 

“Low,” and “Very low.” Each table will be followed by an explanatory paragraph. The 

quantitative section will close with an explanation of the extreme purposive sample, 

taken from the UWES survey results, that was identified to participate in the qualitive, 

semi-structured interview portion of the research. 
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 The qualitative section will begin with a description of the semi-structured 

interview questions that were asked of the extreme sample and how they were developed 

as corollary to a specific, normative leadership style. The time period of the semi-

structured interviewed will be identified along with the number of participants and how 

they were contacted. How the interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed will 

be captured along with methods associated with how the transcribed interviews were 

organized and coded to identify emergent themes related to how employees perceived 

their direct supervisors’ leadership style. Each theme will be presented along with 

illustrative quotes that demonstrated employee specific social experiences and feelings 

about their respective supervisors’ leadership. 

 In the final section, the importance of the integration of quantitative and 

qualitative research in a mixed methods design will be highlighted. In the context of this 

research, a joint display was developed to demonstrate the nexus between engagement 

(high or low) and the themes that were identified in the semi-structured interviews. That 

table will be explained along with additional findings related to each engagement 

category (high or low), and some that were common to both highly engaged employees 

and employees that reported low levels of engagement. 

Presentation of the Findings 

 As this research is mixed methods by design, findings were gleaned from the 

quantitative survey instrument, the UWES, and qualitatively through semi-structured 

interviews that were designed to collect informative data through open-ended questioning 

and participant-specific probes. The quantitative findings are specific to the UWES, an 

instrument intended to determine work engagement, the assumed opposite of burnout and 
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an employee quality that intimates regular energy and enthusiasm at work, connectivity 

with work activities, and the ability of an individual to handle the rigors of their 

respective work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). The qualitative findings, garnered 

sequentially through semi-structured interviews and intended to complement the 

quantitative findings, specifically aimed to determine employees’ perceptions of their 

first-line supervisors’ leadership styles. The mixed methods findings integrated the 

quantitative engagement levels with participant-specific perceptions of their supervisor’s 

leadership styles and served to inform the relationship between employee engagement 

and perceived leadership styles among the TSO workforce.  

Quantitative Results 

 The quantitative data collection and analysis for this Dissertation in Practice 

(DIP) began in November 2017 and continued through mid-February 2018. The 

instrument utilized was the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), a survey designed 

to measure an employees’ work engagement, “a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of 

mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption. Rather than a momentary 

and specific state, engagement refers to a more persistent and pervasive affective-

cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, event, individual or behavior” 

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p.4).  
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Participant Demographics   

Table 1 serves to demonstrate a demographic summary of the participants. The overall 

sample comprised 97 full-time Transportation Security Officers. Of those participants, 18 

percent were between 20 and 29 years, 29 percent were between 30 and 39 years, 25 

percent were between 40 and 49 years, 21 percent were between 50 and 59 years, and 8 

percent were between 60 and 69 years old. Of the high purposive sample, those 

participants who reported very high or high levels of engagement and were purposively 

sampled to participate in the qualitative portion of the research, 0 percent were between 

20 and 29 years, 29 percent were between 30 and 39 years, 40 and 49 years, and 50 and 

59 years respectively, and 14 percent were between 60 and 69 years old. Of the low 

purposive sample, those participants who reported very low or low levels of engagement 

and were purposively sampled to participate in the qualitative portion of the research, 33 

percent were between 20 and 29 years and 30 and 39 years respectively, zero percent 

were between 40 and 49 years, and 17 percent were between 50 and 59 years and 60 and 
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69 years respectively. The distributions revealed that TSOs from all age groups 

participated in the quantitative research, that the highly and very highly engaged 

individuals that participated in the semi-structured interviews were all over 30 years old, 

and that the low and very low engaged individuals that participated in the semi structured 

interviews spanned the age groups from 20 to 69 years old. Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 

reported that the correlation of age with the total UWES score is r = .14, indicating a 

slightly positive relationship and as such, older employees feel more engaged (p. 18). 

This research supported that finding as 72 percent of the qualitative research participants 

who reported high or very high engagement were over 40 years old. 

 The genders of the overall sample were 44 percent male and 56 percent female. 

Of the high purposive sample, 86 percent were male, and 14 percent were female. Of the 

low purposive sample, 67 percent were male, and 33 percent were female. According to 

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), the norm UWES scores related to overall engagement for 

males and females were largely negligible. 

 With respect to tenure, 47 percent of the overall sample has been with the TSA 

organization between zero and 5 years, 29 percent has served between 6 and 10 years, 

and 24 percent are longer tenured employees who have been with the organization for 

between 11 and 15 years. For those in the high purposive sample that are reportedly most 

engaged, 29 percent have served between zero and 5 years and 71 percent are more 

tenured employees with between 11 and 15 years of service. There were no employees 

with between 6 and 10 years of service in the high purposive sample group. For those in 

the low purposive sample that reported low levels of engagement, 50 percent were newer 

employees with between zero and 5 years of service and 5 percent were employees with 
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between 11 and 15 years of service. Like the high purposive sample, there were no 

employees in the low purposive group with between 6 and 10 years of service with the 

TSA. 

UWES Group Results 

 On average, it took participants 9 minutes and 17 seconds to the complete the 

UWES instrument associated with the quantitative portion of this research. According to 

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), once complete, the mean score of the UWES subscales 

(Vigor, Dedication, and Absorption) “is computed by adding the scores on the particular 

scale and dividing the sum by the number of items of the subscale involved. The same 

procedure is followed for the total score and ultimately, the UWES yields three subscale 

scores and a total score that range between 0 and 6.” (p.33) 

 

 Table 2 represents each UWES-17 subscale score for the total population of 97 

participants (n=97). For the Vigor subscale, the mean score was 4.13 (M = 4.13), the 

standard error was 0.12 (SE = 0.12), and the standard deviation was 1.05 (SD = 1.05). In 

accordance with the reported norm scores for the UWES-17, the total vigor score was 

average for this study’s participants. For the subscale Dedication, the mean score was 

4.04 (M = 4.04), the standard error was 0.14 (SE = 0.14), and the standard deviation was 

1.33 (SD = 1.33). The norm UWES-17 scores indicated that the dedication for this 
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participant group was in the range of average. For the subcategory Absorption, the mean 

score was 3.19 (M = 3.19), the standard error was 0.14 (SE = 0.14), and the standard 

deviation was 1.02 (SD = 1.02). Again, with respect to the reported norms for the 

UWES-17, absorption for the participant group in this study was in the average range.    

 Table 3 represents the total UWES-17 score for the total population of 97 

participants (n = 97). Overall, the mean participant score was 3.75 (M = 3.75), the 

standard error was 0.11 (SE = 0.11) and the standard deviation was 1.05 (SD = 1.05). In 

accordance with Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), the total UWES-17 score for this study’s 

participants fell into the average normative range. Table 4, below, outlines the group 

norm scores for the UWES-17 (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

 

UWES Individual Results 

 For the establishment of individual statistical norms for the UWES-17, five 

categories were used with respect to engagement scores, “very low,” “low,” “average,” 
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“high,” and very high.” According to Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), “this choice was 

largely motivated by the distribution of the items and by considerations concerning the 

standard measurement error” (p.39). 

 

 Table five demonstrates the UWES score ranges for the above-mentioned 

categories. According to the table, an individual score in the 95th percentile represents 

very high engagement, a score in the range of the 75th percentile and the 95th percentile 

represents high engagement, a score ranging from the 25th percentile to the 75th percentile 

equates to average engagement, a score in the range of the 5th percentile to the 25th 

percentile represents a low engagement score, and a score in the bottom 5th percentile 

equates to very low engagement. 

 

 Using the formula, R = P/100 x (N + 1), the individual UWES scores for this 

research were ranked and tabulated to determine score ranges for each qualification in 
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accordance with the percentiles defined by Schaufeli and Bakker (2004). Table 6 reflects 

the determination that individuals scoring greater than or equal to 5.3 on the UWES were 

categorized as having very high engagement. A total of 4 participants were categorized as 

very highly engaged. Those that scored in the range greater than or equal to 4.62 to less 

than 5.3 were categorized as having high engagement. A total of 20 participants were 

determined to have high engagement. Those that scored in the range greater than or equal 

to 3.00 to less than 4.62 were categorized as having an average engagement score. It was 

determined that 49 individuals reported average engagement levels. Those that scored in 

the range greater than or equal to 1.8 to less than 3.00 were categorized as have low 

engagement. A total of 20 participants landed in the low engagement category. Those that 

scored less than 1.8 on the UWES were categorized as having very low engagement. Four 

participants fell into the very low engagement category. In summary, 25 percent of the 

sample was determined to have high or very high engagement, 50 percent was 

determined to have average engagement, and 25 percent reported either low or very low 

levels of engagement with their work at the Transportation Security Administration. 

 The primary purpose of the quantitative portion of this research was to identify an 

extreme purposive sample to facilitate the second, qualitative portion of the study. This 

section explained how the quantitative data was gleaned through the UWES and analyzed 

using Qualtrics software. Once the ranges of the UWES quintiles (“very low,” “low,” 

“average,” “high,” and “very high”) were established, the individual scores were 

appropriately categorized and the researcher was successful in identifying an extreme 

sample comprised of the high and very high engaged employees, and the low and very 

low engaged employees, for the semi-structured interviews. 
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Qualitative Results 

 As highlighted above, an extreme purposive sample of the quantitative UWES 

results was utilized to identify participants for the qualitative, semi-structured interview 

portion of this research. Once participants were identified and categorized in accordance 

with the normative UWES qualifications of “very high,” “high,” “average,” “low,” and 

“very low,” those at the furthest ends of the engagement spectrum – beginning with the 

very high engaged and the very low engaged – were contacted via email and asked to 

participate in the semi structured interviews. The interview portion of this research, 

including identifying, contacting, scheduling, and executing interviews with candidates, 

was conducted during a four-month period. The qualitative analysis, including 

transcribing interview data, coding, and thematic exploration, continued for six months 

following the initial data collection period. 

 The five standard questions that were posed to each participant were largely 

developed to expand upon quantitative results while determining individual perceptions 

of leaders’ predispositions to model the tenets of four broadly accepted, normative 

leadership styles: Transformational Leadership, Authentic Leadership, 

Classical/Authoritative Leadership, and Transactional Leadership. While the questions do 

not incorporate the characteristics of each normative style holistically, they embody basic 

tenets of each style and depending on the participant’s answer, I was enabled to delve 

deeper and learn more through additional, follow-on probes. I was further enabled by the 

first question in the set that is very general and allows the participant to explain the 

leadership tendencies and style of their direct supervisor in their own words. The manner 

in which the questions were written, the order in which they were asked, and the follow-
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on probes encouraged the participants to offer experienced based details that painted a 

picture and characterized supervisors by tendencies to relate to, or act in accordance with, 

one or more normative style. Table 7 describes the link between each of the five 

questions and a specific leadership style. 

Qualitative Themes 

 Through the qualitive analysis process that included coding and recoding semi-

structured interview transcripts, six subjects emerged as primary themes. These themes, 

in the context of the data that was analyzed, represent the generalized phenomena 

associated with employee’s perception of their direct supervisor’s leadership style. The 

six themes that emerged from the data include: 

• Mission orientation equates to organizational commitment 

• Employees appreciate receptive supervisors 

• Employees expect positive leader character traits 

• Leader’s behaviors indicate confidence and job-related capabilities 
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• The best supervisors avoid self-orientation 

• Supervisors are responsible for creating a positive work environment  

 Mission Orientation Equates to Organizational Commitment. The first theme 

that emerged from the qualitative data was the participant’s view that positive mission 

orientation (alignment with the expressed organizational mission) equates to 

organizational commitment. Mission orientation refers to how individual participants 

viewed and reported on their direct supervisors’ relationship with the TSA’s mission: to 

protect the nation’s transportation systems and ensure freedom of movement for people 

and commerce (DHS, 2014). Mission orientation was a very common theme in several 

interviews that emerged as participants spoke about their supervisor’s actions and how 

they either supported or contrasted the stated mission, and either inspired others to relate 

with the mission or led them to question their supervisor’s level of organizational 

commitment. “During my performance reviews she always goes through the mission and 

all of the core values, one at a time, and offers me a ranking in accordance with each 

parameter, along with objective feedback related to where I can improve to be more in 

line” (participant 5). Participants indicated that mission orientation is important and 

generally shared expectations that TSA supervisors should understand the mission and 

align themselves to it. There were reports of supervisors who were not mission oriented, 

“I think he's ethically sound, but he struggles to understand the mission and what it 

means. I think there is a lot of misinterpretation” (participant 11). The participants that 

identified their supervisors as not mission oriented were commonly disappointed and 

sought to discover methods to adjust their supervisor’s orientation and assist their 

improvement. 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

79 

 Employees Appreciate Receptive Supervisors. The next theme that emerged 

from the qualitative data was the Security Officer’s expressed appreciation for receptive 

supervisors. Categorized as information receptivity, this theme refers to how well a 

supervisor listens, and how open she or he is to receiving feedback from their leadership, 

peers, or subordinate employees. It was reported that TSA supervisors enjoy offering 

their opinions to the workforce on various topics including effectiveness, procedures 

evolution and applicability, and intelligence (participant 2, personal conversation, 

February 9, 2018), but when it comes to information receptivity, an important component 

of leader-follower communications, perceptions of supervisor capabilities were varied. 

“My supervisor is the ultimate authority. He kind of bullies people and basically says that 

his way is the right way, no matter what. He doesn’t want to hear your opinions and 

feedback and you better not argue with him” (participant 7). While there were several 

reports of poor information receptivity amongst TSA supervisors, other participants 

described listen-first communications and supervisors who were extraordinarily receptive 

to their feedback.  

“My supervisor loves hearing feedback and she reaches out to me and to others 

directly. She is really adept at listening to our opinions and working with us to 

break down situations. Based on that, she will always try to make a decision that 

is in everyone’s best interest. We appreciate that” (participant 10).  

It was very evident that the participants who reported positively on their supervisor’s 

information receptivity were appreciative of the opportunity to contribute. 

 Employees Expect Positive Leader Character Traits. The next theme that 

emerged from the qualitative data was the employee’s expectation for leaders with 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

80 

positive character traits. Leader character refers to the set of qualities that leaders possess, 

largely comprised of values, ethics and morals. These qualities are what allows another 

individual, a subordinate employee in the case of this research, to form an opinion about 

a leader. The qualitative findings in this research indicated an array of characters that 

were attributed to supervisors and regularly displayed (and interpreted) in the TSA work 

environment. When discussing data collection, an important component of the 

supervisor’s job at the TSA, Participant 12 indicated, “my supervisor is a very ethical 

man, the daily paperwork we fill out and data we report is proof of that. I've never seen 

him try and sway any numbers or reportable information to make us look better down 

here.” Other participants proudly proclaimed an affection for their respective leader’s 

qualities. Participants 7 and 8 used terms like “genuine” and “charismatic” to describe 

their leader’s character. Overall, the data indicated that participants appreciated positive 

character traits and likened high morals and ethics to good leadership. Conversely, those 

that reported negative character qualities about their direct supervisor, like participant 1 

who indicated “lack of integrity” and used the descriptor “dishonest” when describing 

her/his supervisor, likened negative character qualities with a lack of support for the 

workforce and overall poor leadership.  

 Leader’s Behaviors Indicate Confidence and Job-Related Capabilities. The 

next theme that emerged from the qualitative data was that leader’s behaviors indicate 

their individual confidence level and capabilities related to job performance. Leader 

behaviors refers to how leaders act or react to environmental stimuli including incidents 

in the workplace (could be a security event) and interactions with the TSA workforce 

and/or other internal or external stakeholders. Like leader character, the data gleaned 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

81 

from the semi-structured interviews indicated an array of leader behaviors that the 

participants were eager to share and equate to either positive or negative perceptions of 

their supervisor’s leadership.  

 “He just tries to be too good of a friend instead of a leader. Again, when you're a 

 supervisor, you just have to, I'm not saying you can't be friendly, but we’re not 

 on the same level and sometimes, you just have to get out there and call it like it 

 is. So, I don't know how to say exactly what I mean, I guess he’s intimidated 

 about what people think of him and he hesitates to be authoritative, even just a 

 little bit. He has no supervisory credibility” (participant 2). 

This behavior, where supervisors have tendencies to be overly friendly with the 

workforce was frequently exemplified by the participants. Generally, the behavior was 

reported as negative and likely to work against the supervisor and breed workforce 

contempt, including feelings of favoritism. 

 Leader behavior was a very popular topic amongst the participants and there were 

several examples of behavior that was described as positive and beneficial for the 

workforce.  

 “I think my supervisor is very supportive and its evident in his transparency when 

 he communicates with us. There is never a hidden agenda and when a situation  

 comes up, even if its unpopular, he will tell you where he was coming from when 

 he made a decision, we will have a discussion about it and he’ll even ask, what 

 would you have done? His behavior indicates that he really cares about us” 

 (participant 4).  
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These types of leader behaviors, those that indicated workforce support and modeled 

charisma, humility, authenticity, and care, were always likened to good leadership by the 

participants and used to highlight positive supervisor-subordinate experiences. 

 The Best Supervisors Avoid Self-Orientation. The next theme that emerged 

from the qualitative data was supervisor predispositions for self-orientation. Self-

orientation refers to leaders’ tendencies to (or not to) put their own self-interests above 

the interests of the workforce and/or the organization. According to the participants, 

strong self-orientation in the supervisor population begets animosity amongst the 

workforce who sees the self-oriented supervisor as selfish and unwilling to support others 

or their individual goals. Participant 1 indicated, “he's got that attitude of I'm right and 

I'm always going to be right. It seems to be all about him and what he wants to 

accomplish. Usually you just roll with the punches and learn to take care of yourself as 

things go along.” The data was clear that the participants loathed a self-oriented 

supervisor and equated self-orientation to a negative leadership trait. Contrarily, the 

supervisors that put the needs of the workforce and the organization above their own 

were lauded for their selflessness. “I 'm sure he cares about his personal needs and 

objectives but on a daily basis, he makes me feel like he cares more about me and the 

mission. It’s always the mission first for him and he encourages everyone around him to 

find their own personal connection with what we do to protect the public” (Participant 6). 

The qualitative data indicated a clearly negative relationship between self-orientation and 

leadership. In summary, the supervisors that put the needs of others above their own were 

recognized as supportive and participants wanted to work with them. 
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 Supervisors are Responsible for Creating a Positive Work Environment. The 

final theme that emerged from the qualitative data was work environment. Work 

environment refers to the culture and type of atmosphere that is established and advanced 

by individual supervisors in the workplace. According to the data, a good supervisor 

(leader) establishes an environment that is supportive, embraces diversity and the 

strengths and weaknesses of individual employees, and assumes that employees know 

their respective jobs, and will execute in accordance with established operating 

procedures. In short, the good working environment is founded in trust.  

 “Of course, in our job, you'll work for anybody because they're your supervisor, 

 it’s what we have to do. But there are some supervisors, like mine, that really 

 inspire  you go the extra mile, he really makes me feel like I’m part of a team, 

 it’s all inclusive and the checkpoint environment is encouraging every day. 

 That's the kind of supervisor I got; it makes me want to come to work” 

 (participant 6).  

The good leader’s work environment comes with an expectation of professionalism and 

the environment is learning oriented. That is, mistakes are met with training and 

opportunity to improve. Discipline is only associated with willful disobedience or 

conduct that violates the expectations of the organization and the team. The good leader 

expects others to recognize the value of the positive environment and contribute, both 

individually and as a team. Other participants explained what it’s like to work in a 

negative work  environment, an environment that is largely self-oriented and lacks a team 

dynamic.  



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

84 

 “He usually leads by ranting and raving, trying to intimidate the officers rather 

 than have them respect him. I guess that would probably be the easiest way to 

 sum him up. He just doesn’t understand that he ruins the entire work 

 environment, and no one wants to be there. When we come in to work and 

 see we’re assigned to work with him, things get negative really quick. He’s not a 

 good leader” (participant 7). 

It’s clear in the data that the work environment is a critical component of employee’s 

perceptions of their supervisors’ leadership style. Employees relate to a positive 

environment that is built on trust and encourages individual contributions and 

development. That environment is correlated with good leadership. Conversely, the data 

indicated that supervisors who don’t relate with the workforce positively and rely on fear 

and intimidation as a substitute for leadership, will not be successful. Those supervisors 

are generally viewed as bad leaders.  

 The primary purpose of the qualitative portion of this research was to determine 

participant’s perceptions of their direct supervisor’s leadership styles. Participants that 

reported very high, high, low, and very low engagement in the initial, quantitative 

research phase were interviewed in a semi-structured format to glean their experiences at 

work. Findings revealed several themes that emerged from the data including mission 

orientation, information receptivity, leader character, leadership behaviors, self-

orientation, and work environment. With respect to the themes, participants reported 

perceptions of their supervisor’s relationship with each, either positively or negatively. 

Further, participants offered candid opinions, supported by observations and experiences, 

about their supervisor’s effectiveness as a leader.   
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Mixed Methods Results 

 The following joint display (Table 8) meets mixed methods objectives related to 

integrating findings and demonstrating a definitive relationship between quantitative and 

qualitative data (Bryman, 2007). The display is organized by the above referenced 

qualitative themes to compare and contrast feedback from quantitatively low engaged 

employees, with feedback from quantitatively high engaged employees. Within each 

primary theme, qualitatively derived subthemes were incorporated to increase the 

richness of data integration and further compare the participants who reported low 

engagement with those who reported high engagement.  
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Table 8 

A Joint Display – A comparison of perceived leadership themes for low and high levels of engagement 
 

 Low Engagement High Engagement 

Mission Orientation   
Puts the mission first 

"Sometimes it feels like he forgets why we're 

here, like 9/11 never even happened." 

"She gets how important this job is. She talks 

about it all the time, how we're here to protect 

the public."  

Takes charge and becomes directive in 

threat scenarios 

"My supervisor does step up when there is a threat 

or an alarm that can't be resolved, it's like he goes 

to another level." 

"There is no doubt who's in charge at that 

checkpoint if a passenger becomes 

threatening." 

Connects with the organization "There certainly isn't any pride in our 

organization. He calls TSA a joke and bad-mouths 

people." 

"He's so proud to be here and you can tell. 

When people talk about leaving, he encourages 

them to stay" 

Supports organizational initiatives "She thinks things change too much and I can see 

her getting frustrated with having to learn and 

teach new things." 

"Lately we've been learning about new threats 

and how they are developing new equipment. 

We both think it’s so cool."  

  

Information Receptivity 
Listens and is receptive to feedback "He's got that attitude of I'm right and I'm always 

going to be right. You just roll with the punches 

as things go along."  

"He listens. He gives his piece of mind in a 

professional way. He listens, takes responses 

and accepts it, and talks through it." 

Engages the workforce for ideas "Well, I think he knows when to ask for assistance 

and ideas if he needs it." 

"He thinks on things on his own but gets a lot 

of his stuff from pow-wowing and huddling 

with the troops as he likes to call it." 

Always right / committed to his/her own 

ideals 

"There is no talking to her sometimes, about 

anything. It’s not always but sometimes it’s her 

way or no way, that’s frustrating." 

"He is definitely opinionated and believes in 

himself. I guess that’s why he's a supervisor 

though, right? He's confident." 

Takes direction from senior leadership "He does exactly what he's told to do. Sometimes 

things we're asked to do make no sense and he 

should say something." 

"We know how things work on our team. We 

try to embrace the directions we're given and 

it’s always nice to know the why." 
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 Low Engagement High Engagement 

Leader Character 

Models core values; integrity, respect, 

commitment 

"There's dishonesty there. She lies to us and we 

know it." It’s because she's afraid to tell us the 

truth." 

"He's there to do the right thing. He doesn't want 

to cut corners, he's really big on that." 

Generally authentic and ethical "Well, let's see, I mean, she's definitely highly 

ethical. I mean I've never seen her ever be 

unethical, and I've known her for a while." 

"That man is very driven to do the right thing 

every day, he's very ethical." 

Embraces humility / shows appreciation "It wouldn't be fair to say that I'm not 

appreciated. I wish I was paid more, but I think 

my supervisor appreciates me.  

"After the rush, almost every day, he gets us all 

together to say thanks. He doesn’t have to do 

that; we're really just doing our job." 

Models transparency "I don’t feel like we get all of the information 

we're supposed to receive. It’s like he receives 

messages and hoards them." 

"She's known for her shift briefs; we get 

intelligence and messages from the FSD. She 

works hard to keep us informed." 

  

Leader Behaviors 

Supports and mentors the workforce / 

development 

"She encouraged me to try to put in for lead or 

supervisor, or things like that. She gave me 

advice as to how I could make that happen." 

"Every time we would go through our quarterly 

review, she would encourage me to do a good 

job, and if possible, to achieve more." 

Recognizes employees as individuals  "If you show self-motivation, like you want to 

strive for a career move or something like that, 

he'll put you under his wing." 

"He's really good about identifying people's 

strengths and developing them into contributors." 

Uses overly authoritative, bullying 

behavior 

"He can be overly demanding like, go to TDC, I 

need you to do this or that. It’s very authoritative 

sometimes when it doesn’t need to be." 

"I don't feel like my supervisor feels a need to 

rely on authority or obedience to influence me or 

anyone else, it’s not his style."  

Embraces transactional behavior "She says, Well, if you do this you get a five 

rating, but I don't know if I can let you keep it 

unless you keep doing it." 

"I never feel like I have to do something for him 

or make him look good for him to be fair or treat 

me right."  

Treats employees with respect 
"It seems like respect is really lacking around 

here." 

"Everything she does is with respect. It’s one of 

our values and even when she has to counsel you, 

it’s done respectfully." 
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 Low Engagement High Engagement 

Self-orientation 

Ability to balance needs "I know that he has a job to do and that’s 

important, he wants to do well, and he wants me 

to do well also." 

"He knows what everyone needs and likes, and 

he does his best to accommodate, it’s not always 

possible but he tries." 

Puts needs of organization over self 
"I don’t see a lot of that around here." 

"I wouldn’t say that the organization’s needs 

come before hers, but she definitely cares about 

the job." 

Cares more about himself/herself than 

anyone/anything else 
"It’s absolutely all about him, he's good at 

playing the game though. 

"I would say that he is very selfless. He's always 

looking out for others. To the point that we say, 

make sure you take care of you."  

  

Work Environment 

Stays positive  "Sometimes it’s hard to come to work when you 

work with a boss who is absolutely miserable."  

"When we get into a groove, there is a lot of 

energy up there. She feeds that and encourages us 

to be confident in what we're doing."  

Encourages a culture of trust 
"It’s hard to trust anyone at work. But I guess 

that’s more of a me issue" 

"we have to trust each other up there. He really 

encourages that. How else can we get the job 

done, right? We rely on one another." 

Shows favoritism/Workingman's friend "he spends way too much time chatting about 

personal stuff and it borders unprofessional. He 

can't be everyone's buddy." 

"I wish she was better about that. She has a 

tendency to take care of her friends and it looks 

bad." 
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Mission Orientation  

 The first theme described in the mixed methods integration is mission orientation. 

Mission orientation refers to how individual participants viewed and reported on their 

direct supervisors’ relationship with the TSA’s mission: to protect the nation’s 

transportation systems and ensure freedom of movement for people and commerce (DHS, 

2014). The data indicated that both high and low engaged employees reported that their 

supervisor takes charge and becomes directive in threat situations. Participants indicated 

that this is what they expect from a supervisor, to know their job and take a position of 

authority when the transportation system is threatened. “Everyone falls into place when 

there’s a threat in the x-ray, this is when we need the supervisor to have our backs, know 

what to do, and work with law enforcement to mitigate the situation” (participant 1). An 

authoritative response to environmental threats was nearly universally appreciated 

amongst interview participants. 

 Highly engaged TSOs reported that their supervisors put the mission first, connect 

with the organization on a personal level, and support organizational initiatives. These 

employees described their supervisors as being proud to work at the TSA and 

understanding the importance of the job in the context of the national security enterprise. 

Participant 2 reflected on a conversation about new equipment being introduced to the 

workforce and how her and her supervisor thought it was “so cool” (personal 

communication, February 9, 2018). Conversely, employees reporting low levels of 

engagement felt that their supervisors were disconnected from the mission and fail when 

it comes to supporting organizational evolutions intended to defeat emerging tactics, 

techniques, and procedures being developed by our terrorist enemies. Participant 3 
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indicated, “sometimes it feels like he forgets why we’re here, like 9/11 never happened.” 

These low engaged employees were clearly disappointed in their supervisor’s lack of 

personal connection with the mission. 

Information Receptivity 

 Information receptivity refers to how well a supervisor listens, and how open she 

or he is to receiving feedback from their leadership, peers, or subordinate employees. 

Considering how well supervisors listen and receive feedback from the workforce, low 

engaged employees perceived that their supervisors give the impression that they are 

always right, and they are resistant to feedback. The highly engaged employees 

categorized their supervisors differently, positing that while their supervisors are 

opinionated, they are also receptive to commentary from the workforce and, in some 

cases, will even adjust their opinions and approaches based on what they learn. With 

respect to situations that require the workforce to innovate and share ideas, both low and 

high engaged employees reported that their supervisors will interact with the workforce. 

The highly engaged employees generally categorized the interactions as joint 

brainstorming sessions while the low engaged employees described that their supervisors 

typically ask for ideas from the workforce when it will serve their (the supervisors) 

needs. 

 Within the category of information receptivity, participants spoke about how well 

their supervisors take direction from their bosses, the senior leadership team. Both low 

and high engaged employees indicated that their supervisors take direction well and seek 

to follow instructions. “We know how things work on our team. We try to embrace the 

directions we’re given and it’s always nice to know the why” (participant 5). There were 
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reports from multiple employees reporting low engagement indicating that their 

supervisors, at times, take directions blindly and should be more assertive to determine 

why policies or procedures are put into place. Conversely, the highly engaged employees 

stated that their supervisors are adept at understanding why protocol is enacted and do an 

especially good job explaining the details to the workforce. It was abundantly clear that 

the workforce has a strong expectation for information. In other words, if there is a 

change or an innovation, they want to know the reasoning behind it. 

Leader Character 

 The joint display that outlined mixed methods integration addressed leader 

character. Leader character refers to the set of qualities that leaders possess, largely 

comprised of values, ethics and morals. These qualities are what allows another 

individual, a subordinate employee in the case of this research, to form an opinion about 

a leader. Considering the TSA’s core values, integrity, respect, and commitment, 

employees who reported low levels of engagement characterized their supervisors as 

lacking integrity and, at times, disrespectful to the workforce, “she lies to us and we 

know it, it’s because she’s afraid to tell us the truth” (participant 3). When pressed for 

more details it was revealed that some supervisors are unable to deliver bad news. 

Participant 3 stated, “in my eyes integrity is compromised when you don’t have the 

courtesy to tell us something because you’re afraid of the reaction.” Conversely, the 

highly engaged employees were prideful in their supervisors’ penchant to follow the rules 

and do the right things. Highly engaged employees generally reported that their 

supervisors acted in line with the core values.  
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 When it comes to overall ethics, authenticity, and appreciation for the workforce, 

both high and low engaged employees reported positively on their respective supervisors. 

“That man is very driven to do the right thing every day, he is very ethical” (participant 

6). The findings indicated that amongst both engagement groups, low and high, ethical 

behavior and outward appreciation for the efforts of the workforce was revered. There 

was a clear message that TSOs want to work for a supervisor that follows the rules, tells 

the truth, and offers a thank you at the end of the day. Considering transparency, which 

relates back to integrity and sharing information with the workforce, low engaged 

employees were frustrated with their supervisor’s lack of transparency while the highly 

engaged employees celebrated their supervisor’s efforts to gather information and share it 

with the workforce effectively. 

Leader’s Behaviors 

 Leader behaviors refers to how leaders act in the workplace and react to 

environmental stimuli including incidents and interactions with the TSA workforce 

and/or other internal or external stakeholders. Considering behaviors, there are high 

expectations of leaders at the TSA that are levied from every organizational level, 

subordinates, peers and supervisors alike. With respect to the dichotomy between treating 

employees with respect and resorting to overly authoritative, bully-like behaviors, 

employees who reported low engagement indicated that their supervisors are often 

disrespectful to them and to others and, oftentimes, the same supervisors are demanding, 

demeaning in their tone and approach, and tyrannical. It was evident that those reporting 

low engagement were significantly affected by their supervisor’s autocratic tendencies. 

Conversely, the employees who reported high engagement offered that that supervisors 
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were typically respectful, “Everything she does is with respect. It’s one of our values and 

even when she has to counsel you, it’s done respectfully” (participant 2). Further, with 

respect to overly authoritative behavior, the same highly engaged employees indicated 

that their supervisors only resort to authoritarianism when the situation dictates. For 

example, there is some kind of an emergency or a possible threat to the transportation 

sector that requires an immediate, measured response. 

 When it comes to outward support for the workforce and recognizing employees 

as individuals, both high and low engaged employees reported positively on their 

supervisors. Participant 5 indicated, “she encouraged me to try to put in for lead or 

supervisor, or things like that. She gave me advice as to how I could make that happen.” 

Similarly, participant 2 offered, “every time we would go through our quarterly review, 

she would encourage me to do a good job, and if possible, to achieve more.” Despite their 

engagement score, either high or low, employees spoke affectionately about supervisor 

support and how important it was to them. Further, both high and low engaged employees 

talked about diversity at the TSA and how Officers come from varied backgrounds and 

have varied experience levels. Both groups were positive about the manner in which 

supervisors recognize diversity and have an ability to identify and exploit individual 

strengths, while minimizing individual weaknesses. This approach, where employees are 

recognized as individuals contributing to a greater good, was universally appreciated 

amongst the participants. 

 Transactional behavior was discussed in each of the interviews. That is, a 

supervisor’s tendency to promise reward in exchange for performance that will benefit 

the supervisor. Amongst the low engaged employees, there were perceptions that 
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supervisors sought out transactional tactics to benefit themselves. One low engaged 

participant spoke about a situation where she was promised a higher performance rating 

in exchange for helping a supervisor with a written report (participant 10, personal 

communication, March 30, 2018). There were no feelings associated with the reports of 

transactional behavior (i.e. whether it was perceived as good or bad), just general 

awareness and acceptance that it occurred. Conversely, there were no indicators of 

transactional supervisory behaviors from the highly engaged employees. “I never feel like 

I have to do something for him or make him look good for him to be fair or treat me 

right” (participant 9) 

Self-Orientation 

 Self-orientation was identified as a theme in the mixed methods joint table. Self-

orientation refers to leaders’ tendencies to (or not to) put their own self-interests above 

the interests of the workforce and/or the organization. With respect to pure self-

orientation, participants who reported low engagement referenced their supervisors as 

largely self-absorbed. “It’s absolutely all about him, he’s good at playing the game 

though” (participant 7). Some low engaged employees offered that their supervisors tried 

to mask their self-absorption while others stated that their supervisors modeled blatant, 

regular self-oriented behaviors that impacted the work environment negatively. In 

contrast, the participants who reported high engagement commonly spoke about their 

supervisors as more interested in the needs of the organization and the workforce than 

their own. “I would say that he’s very selfless. He’s always looking out for others” 

(participant 4). Highly engaged employees described their supervisor’s selflessness as 

inspiring and beneficial for the overall work environment. 
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 Needs balancing is the ability to identify that there are multiple, competing needs 

(i.e. the needs of self, the needs of the organization, the needs of the workforce, the needs 

of external stakeholders, etc.) and the associated ability to monitor and attend to each of 

those needs simultaneously. The research indicated that both low and high engaged 

employees recognized that their supervisors have a daunting task when it comes to 

balancing needs at the TSA, and although some are much more up to the task than others, 

the majority of supervisors try to get it done. There was an indicator that the 

aforementioned self-absorbed leaders still favor their personal needs, but they are 

typically in tune with competing needs and seek to meet the challenges of a dynamic, 

ever-evolving environment. 

Work Environment 

 Work environment refers to the culture and type of atmosphere that is established 

and advanced by individual supervisors in the workplace. The mixed methods findings 

indicated that the low engaged employees described their work environment negatively. 

“Sometimes it’s hard to come to work when you work with a boss who is absolutely 

miserable” (participant 7). Further, the same low engaged employees spoke about the 

challenges associated with working in an environment that is void of trust. Contrasting 

the low engaged, the highly engaged employees spoke about a confidence inspiring work 

environment that is built on the foundation of trust and positivity. “We have to trust each 

other up there. He really encourages that. How else can we get the job done, right? We 

rely on one another” (participant 8). It was evident that the employees who reported high 

engagement appreciated the environment they work in, understood that the environment 
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is primarily influenced by the supervisor, highlighted camaraderie as an essential 

component of a constructive environment, and indicated that they enjoy coming to work.  

Summary 

 This chapter reported findings from research aimed at determining the 

relationship between employee engagement and perceived leadership styles amongst full 

time Transportation Security Officers (TSOs) at the Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA) in Upstate New York (UNY). The chapter opened with a 

description of the research as an explanatory sequential mixed methods study. The 

quantitative section followed with a brief description of the participants, the instrument 

utilized (the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES)), and a presentation of participant 

demographics, that is, the age, gender, and job tenure of the participants. The quantitative 

section continued with UWES findings that were presented in both group and individual 

formats. Extreme purposive sampling of the quantitative population was explained as the 

method to identify participants for the next, qualitive phase of research. The qualitative 

findings opened with a brief explanation of the methods utilized to contact and invite 

participants. The semi-structured interview process was explained along with a list of the 

questions that were asked and their respective links to normative leadership styles. Next, 

coding methods were detailed to explain the manifestation of six qualitative themes: 

Mission orientation equates to organizational commitment, employees appreciate 

receptive supervisors, employees expect positive leader character traits, leader’s 

behaviors indicate confidence and job-related capabilities, the best Supervisors avoid 

self-orientation, and supervisors are responsible for creating a positive work environment. 

The qualitative section went on to describe each of the emergent themes in detail to 
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include representative quotes from the employees who participated in the semi-structured 

interviews. 

 In line with mixed methods research concepts, the quantitative and qualitative 

findings were integrated to demonstrate an explanatory relationship. The mixed methods 

findings section opened with a detailed joint display that demonstrated how the 

qualitative themes related to high or low employee engagement through quotes gleaned 

from the semi-structured interviews. Then, each of the themes were explained through the 

lens of participants, both low engaged and high engaged, and exemplified through 

accounts of their individual social experiences and perceptions of their supervisor’s 

leadership style. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 

 This mixed methods study examined the relationship between reported levels of 

employee engagement among the full-time TSO population in UNY, and the same TSO’s 

perceptions of their supervisor’s leadership style. This section will discuss conclusions 

that were gleaned from the study’s findings and serve to identify how employee 

engagement levels, either low or high, relate to perceptions of leadership. This study is 

important as a mechanism to determine which leadership tenets and characteristics 

inspire high levels of employee engagement amongst the TSO workforce and conversely, 

which tenets and characteristics may serve to inhibit engagement. As the TSA is a federal 

agency fulfilling a public trust function to secure the nation’s transportation systems, 

developing methods to inspire employee engagement through leadership benefits 

individual employees, the TSA as an organization, and through improved performance 

that results from higher employee engagement, the public at large. 

 This section will begin by restating the purpose and the aim of this study. Next, 

contributions to the existing literature including how this study’s findings compared to 

the literature, and new contributions, specifically the mixed methods approach to 

discerning explanations for engagement levels and the value of joint displays, will be 

highlighted. Gaps in the literature that were filled by this study will be referenced and 

conclusions about existing leadership styles (and tenets of those styles) that were found to 

contribute to employee engagement will be identified and explained. 

 The section will continue with a robust proposal that serves to address the study’s 

aim. The proposal will include the outline for a TSA-wide training program for 
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supervisors that focuses on characteristics and traits that serve as an antecedent for high 

engagement. Marrelli (2011) indicated that in the federal sector, research shows that 

immediate supervisors have the strongest influence on their employee’s engagement. In 

that regard, the goal of the training program is to educate first-line TSA leaders on the 

nuances of varying leadership styles in an effort to maximize leadership agility, build 

relationships, increase employee engagement, and ultimately, improve overall 

organizational performance. The proposal will be examined from the perspective of how 

data from this study supports the solution, various stakeholder perspectives, and positions 

that will either aid or impede the solution. 

 Following the introduction of the training program, methods surrounding 

implementation to include drafting and presenting a proposal, garnering support at the 

TSA headquarters level, developing materials and instructional design, and identifying a 

timeline and methodologies to train the national TSA supervisor force will be discussed. 

A multi-tiered evaluation mechanism intentioned to measure program effectiveness on a 

regular, recurring basis will be advanced. Based on results, the training, which lives as a 

breathing, tailorable product, could be adjusted accordingly. This section will close with 

a discussion on practical implications for the TSA as an organization, its employees, and 

the travelling public. Finally, additional implications for future research and an overall 

summary of this study as a dissertation in practice will be presented.    

Purpose of the Study 

 The intent of this two-phased, explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to 

identify leadership styles that could contribute to high levels of employee engagement 

amongst Transportation Security Officers (TSOs) at the Transportation Security 
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Administration (TSA), a dynamic, risk-based Federal security organization that is 

epitomized by a hierarchal structure and bureaucratic design. In the first phase, 

quantitative survey research identified employee engagement levels in a sample of the 

TSO population. In the second phase, qualitative interviews were used to assess how 

TSOs perceived the leadership styles of their direct supervisor. TSOs interviewed in the 

second phase were purposively sampled based on the quantitative results from the first 

phase. The reason for following up with the qualitative interviews in the second phase 

was to explore the relationship between expressed levels of employee engagement (high 

or low, as measured in the first phase) and perceived leadership styles (as assessed during 

interview in the second phase).   

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to create the foundation for a leadership-training 

curriculum that helps first-line supervisors to develop a leadership style that stimulates 

high levels of employee engagement amongst TSOs at the Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA). The data and evidence collected from this explanatory sequential 

mixed methods study was utilized to demonstrate a correlation between specific 

leadership styles and levels of employee engagement, either high or low. The field has 

concluded that high levels of employee engagement relates positively to better 

performance (Hansen et al., 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2015; Zhang et al., 2014). That is, 

high levels of employee engagement contribute to increased performance. This study 

revealed the specific leadership styles whose characteristics and foundational tenets 

should be incorporated into a universal leadership-training curriculum at the TSA.     
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Findings and the Existing Literature 

 There is opportunity to relate and compare this study’s findings with the existing 

literature. Regarding the ambiguity associated with the definition of engagement, Macey 

and Schneider (2008) indicated that the concept would be more useful if it were framed 

as embracing both emotional states experienced by individual employees and the overt 

citizen-type behaviors that result. This study’s findings supported the sentiment that the 

engagement phenomenon is multi-faceted. Through semi-structured interviews with 

individual TSOs it was determined that employees are more likely to report high levels of 

engagement when they perceive their supervisor as emotionally connected with the 

organization, willing to support and emphasize a positive work environment, and capable 

of demonstrating regular behaviors that model integrity, respect and commitment. The 

conclusion can be drawn, then, that if employees are to be engaged, they expect to see 

similar engagement, comprised of both psychological and behavioral elements, from their 

direct, first-line supervisors. 

 The existing literature highlighted the challenges that organizations face based on 

the varying degrees of engagement that manifest throughout a large workforce. Specific 

to the federal sector, the Merit Systems Protection Board [MSPB] (2008) reported that 

there are broad variations in engagement levels among employees depending on their 

function (their specific job), the agency that they work for, and who their supervisor is. 

The first-line supervisor was highlighted prominently in the literature as a major 

contributor to engagement levels, either low or high, among employees (Babcock-

Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Brewer, 2005; GAO, 2015; Hansen et al., 2014; Marrelli, 

2011; MSPB, 2008; Rich et al. 2010; Wang & Hsieh, 2013; Zhang et al., 2014). This 
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study demonstrated that when considering the engagement levels of individual TSOs, the 

TSA faces the same challenges related to varied levels of engagement and seeking 

methods to inspire improvement. An examination of the distribution of engagement 

scores that resulted from the quantitative, survey portion of this study revealed that of the 

97 participants (n=97), 24 reported high or very high engagement, 49 reported average 

engagement, and 24 reported low or very low engagement. Similar to the literature, this 

normal distribution indicates a wide variation in engagement scores that presents a 

challenge for the organization. Further, the data indicated that the bulk of the TSOs in 

UNY, those in the average engagement category, are content to come to work, perform 

their respective duties as assigned, and go home. Like the organizations examined and 

reported on in the existing literature, this study concluded that to increase overall 

performance, TSA must explore mechanisms to broadly increase engagement throughout 

the organization.  

Using Individual Employees’ Perception of their Supervisors to Explain 

Engagement 

 As stated, the existing literature was consistent in identifying the importance of 

first-line supervisors and their roles as contributors to employees’ reported level of 

engagement. Brewer (2005) indicated that among federal organizations, employee’s 

perceptions of their supervisors was one of the top predictors of agency performance. 

Marrelli (2011) lauded the importance of dual-loop feedback between supervisors and 

employees as a mechanism to strengthen relationships and inspire every-level 

engagement. The GAO (2015) pointed to supervisors as agency-supporting opportunists 

with respect to their ability to influence engagement through authenticity and regular, 
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honest feedback on performance. While the role of the supervisor as preeminently 

significant in the employee engagement literature is clear, there is very little written about 

the perceptions and social experiences of individual employees as a mechanism to discern 

how supervisors may or may not inspire engagement. This study fills that gap in the 

literature. 

 Based on the analysis of semi-structured interviews with employees who were 

identified based on an extreme purposive sample of UNY TSO engagement data, Officers 

who reported high or very high levels of engagement perceived their direct supervisors as 

aligned with the mission of organization, receptive and open to feedback, high in 

character, supportive and respectful in all interactions, oriented on the needs of the 

workforce and the organization, and willing to inspire a positive culture and environment, 

even when faced with adversity. Conversely, the Officers who reported low levels of 

engagement characterized their supervisors as being largely disconnected from the 

organization, unreceptive and myopic in their views, sometimes dishonest, usually 

autocratic and demanding, self-oriented with an expectation for transactional 

relationships, and generally negative. This study concluded that there is a definitive 

relationship between reported levels of engagement amongst employees and how the 

same employees perceive their direct supervisors. Therefore, the literature that 

emphasizes the supervisor’s role as significantly influential is supported. Additionally, 

feedback from participants can be correlated with normative leadership styles to 

determine which styles contribute to higher engagement and which styles might serve 

impede engagement. This will be explored further later in this chapter. 
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The Value of a Mixed Methods Approach to Employee Engagement Research  

 Based on the aforementioned findings, this study concluded that there is 

significant value in a mixed methods approach to researching employee engagement. 

Beyond survey data that measures levels of engagement and in some cases, offers 

participants opportunity to expound upon their individual engagement paradigms through 

open-ended questions, there is undisputed value in exploring further through an 

additional research method. This study utilized an explanatory approach by identifying a 

potential engagement influencer - perceptions of supervisory leadership - and conducting 

interviews to determine how employees’ perceptions influenced their engagement, either 

positively or negatively. Researchers should take note of this approach as a best practice 

that can be explored with other potential engagement influencers including, for example, 

pay and compensation, work-life balance, general working conditions including facilities 

and resources, and opportunities for advancement in an organization. In the case of this 

study, the explanatory mixed methods approach added meaningful richness to the data 

and advanced the existing literature by identifying, specifically, how supervisors can be 

developed in a manner that is aimed at stimulating wide-spread engagement and 

commensurate performance improvement. 

 Beyond identifying variables that will serve to make a mixed method research 

approach adequately substantive, it is critical that the research methods – quantitative and 

qualitative – are effectively integrated to demonstrate a relationship. With mixed methods 

becoming increasingly popular in social sciences research and in this case, being 

suggested as an opportunity for engagement researchers, this study served to advance the 

joint display as a mechanism to avoid the pitfalls associated with failed integration. 
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 Fetters et al. (2013) posited that there are several advantages that can accrue from 

the effective integration of two forms of data. Bryman (2006) indicated that historically, 

the degree to which mixed methods researchers genuinely integrate their findings has not 

been adequately addressed and needs to be improved. Guetterman et al. (2015) 

highlighted the joint display as a mechanism to forge interdependency between 

quantitative and qualitative data. This study is novel in its design as a mixed method 

approach to examining employee engagement and perceptions of leadership, and further, 

in its employment of a joint display that stands on its own to effectively integrate 

quantitative and qualitative data. Like studies do not currently exist in the literature and 

going forward, this study could serve as a template to demonstrate the joint display as an 

unquestionably effective approach to meet literature-driven demands to successfully 

integrate survey results with empirical qualitative data in a descriptive format. In this 

research, quantitatively derived engagement data is integrated with quotes that outline 

real social experiences and contribute broadly to the understanding of why individuals 

report that they are either engaged or not engaged. The manner in which the integration is 

accomplished, through the joint display, should serve as a prototype for future employee 

engagement and leadership research where a mixed methods approach is applied. 

Conclusions on Leadership Styles 

 Based on this study’s findings, particularly how employees who reported varying 

levels of employee engagement perceived the leadership of their first-line supervisor, 

conclusions that link engagement levels, high or low, with normative leadership styles 

can be reached. To reach these conclusions, the mixed methods results that effectively 

defined a relationship between this study’s quantitative survey data and qualitative 
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interview data were compared with the characteristics of existing leadership styles – 

Authoritative/Classical Leadership, Transformational Leadership, Transactional 

Leadership and Authentic Leadership - to determine which styles contribute to high 

levels of engagement, and which styles serve primarily as an engagement inhibitors at the 

TSA. As the five standardized interview questions that were posed to each participant 

were developed to determine perceptions of leader’s tendencies to model the 

abovementioned leadership styles, the comparison was streamlined.   

 The existing literature is bullish on the importance of first-line supervisors and 

their impact on an individual employee’s engagement. Nearly every existing study that 

was reviewed for this research indicated that the first-line supervisor is best positioned to 

influence engagement positively through improved communication, regular performance 

reviews, ample recognition, individualized attention, and behaviors that generally 

indicate unbridled support (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Brewer, 2005; GAO, 

2015; Marrelli, 2011; MSPB, 2008; Wang & Hsieh, 2013; Zhang et al., 2014). This 

study’s findings supported the nexus between a supervisor’s leadership and employee 

engagement and further indicated that supervisory emotions and behaviors that were 

found to stimulate employee engagement can be effectively tied to an existing leadership 

style. As the TSA has never actually identified which types of leadership are preferred for 

its supervisors to learn and practice in the workplace, there is value in connecting this 

study’s findings with existing styles and working to advance those that promote increased 

engagement organizationally. 
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Authoritative/Classical Leadership 

 The literature indicated that classical leadership approaches rely on fear of 

consequences to ensure that employees execute autocratic leader instructions without 

questions or feedback (Zhang, et al. 2014). Further, that that aside from the military and 

emergency services environments – where authority is required – “classical leadership 

requires little emotional, intellectual or behavioral involvement of the followers with the 

organization or its vision or goals” (p.7). As the TSA could be categorized as an 

emergency services agency in threatening times (e.g. there is an unresolved threat at a 

security checkpoint that requires resolution), it’s interesting that TSOs who reported both 

high and low levels of engagement indicated an appreciation for an authoritative 

leadership approach from their supervisors when faced with a threat scenario. However, 

this was the only situation that the findings indicated a positive relationship between 

classical leadership tenets and high engagement amongst TSOs. In fact, employees who 

reported low engagement described their supervisors as being overly autocratic, 

seemingly bullying in their leadership approach, and overwhelmingly arrogant and self-

oriented. These are all indicators of a classical, authoritative leadership style. 

 In summary, this study concluded that there is a place for authoritative/classical 

leadership styles that will stimulate engagement at the TSA. Very specifically, an 

authoritative approach inspires engagement during threatening times when TSOs expect 

their supervisors to take charge and give directions. Aside from those times, the classical 

leadership style does not relate positively with employee engagement among TSOs and 

instead, generally serves to inhibit engagement. 
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Transformational Leadership 

 The literature described transformational leadership as embodied by individual 

connections between supervisors and employees that are founded in mutual commitment 

to the organization and its mission (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010). 

Transformational leaders are visionaries who tactfully forge psychological connection 

with employees through support and mentorship (Zhang, et al., 2014). Bass (1985) 

offered that transformational leaders are successful in motivating employees by appealing 

to their values and promoting their ideals. This study’s findings indicated that participants 

who reported high or very high engagement characterized their supervisors as employing 

tenets of transformational leadership. Specifically, highly engaged TSOs offered that 

their supervisors understand the mission and its importance, recognize them as 

individuals, are willing to listen and adjust approaches based on employee feedback, 

model high character and ethical behavior, invest in mentorship, and put the needs of the 

organization and the employees before their own. Conversely, those participants that 

reported low or very low engagement indicated that their supervisors were less than 

transformational in their leadership approaches. Specifically, they failed to connect with 

the mission on any level, didn’t see value in employees as individuals, were generally 

unreceptive to employee input, and acted despondent in the workplace. It can be 

concluded, then, based on this study’s findings, that transformational leadership is a 

strong contributor to high employee engagement amongst the TSO workforce. 

Transactional Leadership 

 The literature framed transactional leadership as a style that is based on exchange 

between the leader and the employee. In short, supervisors make agreements designed to 
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meet their subordinate’s needs in exchange for labor (Zhang, et al., 2014). This is 

exemplified by piecework applications in factories where employees are compensated 

based on production numbers. Primarily, transactional leaders are more focused on 

themselves than the organization and view employees as a means to an end, typically 

some type of personal financial gain (Johnson, 2015). This study’s findings indicated that 

transactional leadership approaches are generally not employed by TSA supervisors. 

When interview participants were asked question number four that focused on 

supervisor’s tendencies to promotive compliance with direction through rewards and 

punishments, the overwhelming response was that it occurred infrequently at the TSA. In 

fact, there were no employees who reported high or very high engagement that indicated 

experience with transactional leadership. Those that did reflect experientially on 

transactional leadership at the TSA were employees who reported low or very low 

engagement. Generally, those participants described the transactional approach as 

distasteful, insulting, and obviously self-serving. In summary, it was concluded that 

transactional leadership did not contribute to high engagement at the TSA, and 

individuals who reported low engagement were further put-off by the transactional 

leadership approach. 

Authentic Leadership 

 The literature characterized authentic leadership as an ethically bound style that 

involves refined self-awareness, integrity, capacity to execute on promises, truth in 

communications, and willingness to involve the workforce participatively (Walumbwa, et 

al., 2008). Wang and Hsieh (2013) posited that authenticity in leadership improves 

relationships throughout the organization and promotes a positive work environment that 
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results in sustained organizational achievements. This study’s findings indicated a strong 

connection between tenets of authentic leadership and high or very high employee 

engagement. Highly engaged employees reported that their supervisors were self-aware 

and both confident and humble enough to admit when they were wrong. Further, highly 

engaged employees categorized their supervisors as able to see commitments through to 

fruition and supremely ethical. Among employees who reported low or very low 

engagement, some categorized their supervisors as generally ethical, but stopped short of 

offering the moniker of authenticity because their direct supervisor lacked other traits that 

are associated with the phenomenon. In conclusion, this study demonstrated that 

authentic leadership amongst supervisors contributes meaningfully to employee 

engagement, and the tenets of the style should be trained and modeled as organizationally 

preferred at every level. 

Proposed Solution 

 This study aimed to identify an evidenced-based solution to help first-line 

supervisors develop a leadership style that stimulates high levels of employee 

engagement amongst TSOs. In that regard, this section highlights a proposed training 

program that targets the TSA supervisor population directly. The overarching intent is to 

transform TSA’s first-line supervisors into the leaders that the organization needs them to 

be. The GAO (2015) pointed directly to federal supervisors as being significant 

contributors to whether or not an employee is substantively engaged. TSA’s supervisors, 

who have the most frequent, direct, day-to-day interactions with the TSO workforce, 

have the best opportunity to be influential. Influence can be optimized for the betterment 

of the organization by adopting leadership and leadership development as an agency 
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norm, establishing leadership expectations in line with tenets that are known to promote 

employee engagement, training to those expectations as soon as first-line supervisors are 

promoted, garnering buy-in and support for leadership training programs at every 

organizational level (especially at the most senior leadership levels), and evaluating 

regularly to determine leadership training effectiveness so that adjustments can be made 

as required.  

 Since 2016, when a Lead Transportation Security Officer (LTSO) is promoted to 

the Supervisory Transportation Security Officer (STSO) position, which is the first-line 

supervisor that involves leading and rating subordinate employees, TSA provides a 

standardized, one-week training curriculum titled, Essentials of Supervising Screening 

Operations (ESSO). To receive the training, each new supervisor travels to a Federal Law 

Enforcement Training Center (FLETC) where the ESSO curriculum is delivered by 

seasoned TSA training professionals. According to Jon Guzewski, TSA’s Assistant 

Federal Security Director/Generalist (AFSD/G) for UNY and overseer of all things 

training, since TSA has gone to this centralized training approach there has been a 

marked improvement in the effectiveness of newly promoted supervisor personnel when 

they return to their home airports (personal communication, March 31, 2020). Further, 

Bart R. Johnson, the Federal Security Director (FSD) and most senior leader for the TSA 

in UNY, commented that while TSA has worked diligently to train its newly minted first-

level leaders how to process people, resolve alarms and manage a security checkpoint 

environment, there is still work to be done to indoctrinate them on the varying nuances of 

leadership, what will ultimately be the most important aspect of their job (personal 

communication, January 31, 2020). To summarize, the ESSO training is welcomed as a 
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mechanism to provide standardized training for newly promoted supervisors, but there is 

still more work to be done.   

 With consideration to the fact that the current ESSO curriculum touches on 

leadership foundations including basic leadership principles, leadership and critical 

thinking, proactive vs. reactive leaders, leading teams, and a normative style that was not 

addressed in this study, Servant Leadership, this solution aims to build upon the existing 

ESSO syllabus. The added modules will be aimed at emphasizing specific leadership 

styles and closing the TSA engagement gap that is widely recognized. The objective is to 

further emphasize the true nature of leadership and leadership concepts (i.e. what it is and 

varying applications), to illuminate employee engagement as a contributor to improved 

performance, and to highlight the tenets of leadership styles that this study found to 

contribute to higher levels of engagement.  

 The data from this study correlated with the most recent Federal Employee 

Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) results and indicated prospects for TSA to improve its 

engagement scores. Further, this study clearly concluded that supervisors influence TSO 

engagement levels profoundly, and when the tenets of transformational leadership and 

authentic leadership are modeled consistently, employee engagement improves. 

Additionally, when authoritative/classical leadership is applied in threatening situations, 

and supervisors take charge, give direction and know specifically what to do, employee 

engagement also improves. The results of this study indicate a meaningful opportunity 

for TSA and begs an ESSO curriculum addendum that emphasizes leadership styles 

aimed at increased engagement.
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Table 9 

Major components of a training program solution and delivery methods 
 

 

Training Components Methods for Training Delivery 

 

In the Classroom 

 

Leadership 

Defining the leadership construct 

Examining case studies and renowned leaders 

Identifying normative styles and associated tenets 

 

Employee Engagement 

Defining employee engagement 

Examining the FEVS and TSA results - macro/micro 

Examining EE relationship with performance 

 

Leadership Styles Contributing to Engagement at TSA 

Authoritative/Classical leadership* 

Transformational leadership 

Authentic leadership 

 

In the Work Environment/Practical Application 

 

Capstone 

Solving a problem in the home airport using 

leadership approaches learned at ESSO 

 

* - Specific to threat situations 

 

Classroom lecture 

Videos 

Case Study analysis 

Free form group think 

Scenario based role play 

Experiential discussions 

Team huddles – Brainstorming and problem solving 

Student presentations  
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 Table 9 outlines the training components that will comprise the ESSO addendum 

and varying methods for training delivery.  Broadly, the foundation of the proposed 

training addendum is an additional, very definitive emphasis on leadership. This involves 

defining the multi-layered concept, reviewing leadership case studies and discussing the 

varying characteristics of renowned leaders, and identifying existing normative styles and 

their tenets. It is important for supervisors to have an understanding of the different types 

of leadership styles that are socially accepted and defined in the existing leadership 

literature. The new training will also feature a section on employee engagement. It will 

commence with conceptual definitions, transition to a review of the Federal Employee 

Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) and the FEVS’ EEI on a national level, and also highlight the 

literature-based evidence that increased engagement is a precursor for improved 

organizational performance. The training will culminate with a strong emphasis on the 

leadership styles that, based on the findings of this study, serve as an antecedent for 

employee engagement amongst TSOs. This will involve reference to this study and its 

results to facilitate connectivity between the participating supervisors and operational 

realities, case study analysis, free-form group think without judgment, and detailed 

scenario-based role play to emphasize experience and build supervisor confidence.  

 The capstone for the training will involve a challenge to support both the 

workforce and the organization. Each supervisor participant will return to their home 

airport and identify an employee with a problem that they will help to solve. Using 

leadership, specifically the tenets that were identified as preferred during the classroom 

training, the new supervisor will help the employee identify solutions that contribute to 

both the employee’s personal growth and the organization holistically. The new 
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supervisor will be challenged to document their work and submit details to their direct 

supervisor to successfully complete the training program. 

Support for the Solution 

 The solution that is being presented, a training program aimed at educating first-

line supervisors on varying normative leadership styles and how they do or don’t 

contribute to employee engagement, aims to establish the tenets of authentic and 

transformational leadership as the established, day-to-day leadership norms at the TSA. 

Further, authoritative/classical leadership would be established as the preferred approach 

for threat situations. In other words, the agency is saying that if you get promoted to a 

supervisory position, particularly a supervisor position that involves leading TSOs, this is 

how we expect you to act.  

 This solution is informed by the fact that employee engagement has been 

identified in the literature as an indicator of organizational performance. Byrne et al. 

(2017) touted that the highest performing federal agencies have cracked the code on 

satisfying employee interests, making them feel part of something larger than themselves, 

and inspiring their engagement. The FEVS, that is offered yearly and serves to 

demonstrate and compare the employee engagement scores of employees across the 

federal spectrum, is another indicator that engagement is not only important, but viewed 

as a critical factor contributing to organizational successes and failures (MSPB, 2009). 

Year after year, federal organizations are clamoring to improve their FEVS engagement 

scores through novel awards and recognition programs and simplified performance 

management approaches. While these initiatives are important and serve to increase 

employee satisfaction, this study supported the literature and proved that the answer to 
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improving engagement rests firmly in the relationship between employees and their direct 

supervisors (Brewer, 2005). Specifically, how employees perceive their supervisor’s 

leadership style notably impacts engagement. This study identified that employees with 

higher engagement perceive their supervisors as fundamentally engaged themselves and 

embracing the tenets of very specific leadership approaches. It was determined that 

authentic and transformational leadership styles encourage employee engagement and 

therefore, a training program that inculcates those styles is substantially supported. 

 The identified training solution is further supported by the experiences that were 

shared by TSO employees who reported low and very low engagement.  Generally, these 

employees perceived that their supervisors were disconnected from the mission of the 

TSA and regularly employed leadership approaches that fell into the category of 

authoritative/classical leadership, and in some cases transactional leadership. While there 

were some positive positions related to supervisor’s leadership expressed by employees 

on the lower end of the engagement spectrum, the majority of data indicated a failure on 

the TSA’s part to identify and properly develop leadership approaches that inspire 

engagement. The data indicated that first-line supervisors receive tangential leadership 

training at the aforementioned ESSO course, but there is nothing related to what 

employee engagement is, why it is important to the TSA, and the leadership styles that 

beget engagement successes. The feedback from those in the lower engagement quintiles 

in this study supports advancing a training curriculum that explains why specific 

leadership styles are preferred, how to embrace and model preferred styles, how to 

exercise and sustain preferred styles, and how those styles will serve to benefit the 

organization strategically.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 Fortunately, in the past three to five years, the TSA has embraced leadership and 

leadership development as important organizational objective. Unfortunately, much of 

the investment in leadership training has been aimed at levels higher than the first-line 

supervisors. For example, while the STSO ESSO course is currently being implemented 

for all newly promoted STSOs, the curriculum is largely unchanged and underdeveloped 

since its implementation in 2016. With consideration to the fact that TSA’s FEVs scores 

are among the worst in the federal government (Best places to work, 2019), this is a 

missed opportunity. Interestingly, during the same period, beginning in 2017, the TSA 

has made significant investments in leadership training for Deputy Assistant Directors, 

Assistant Directors, and Directors through a partnership with an established university 

with a renowned leadership education program. While this training is important, the 

primary focus on leadership training for positions that are three, four, and five levels 

removed from the first-line supervisors is misplaced. The literature clearly identifies 

definitive opportunity at the supervisor level to influence employee engagement 

positively (Brewer, 2005; GAO, 2015, Marrelli, 2011; MSPB 2008; MSPB 2009). This 

study, through its results that concluded a definitive relationship between employee 

engagement and perceived leadership styles, supports that conclusion.  

Federal Security Director (FSD) Positions 

 An important stakeholder in the advancement of this training is the senior field 

leadership at the TSA. Senior field leadership is comprised of the Federal Security 

Directors (FSDs) and their respective staffs that lead and manage security operations at 

over 450 airports nationally. In total, there are 75 FSDs who are each responsible for 
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transportation security operations in a designated geographical area of responsibility 

(AOR). Each AOR is comprised of multiple airports and other transportation facilities. 

For example, the UNY AOR is comprised of 13 airports that are scattered throughout 

New York state, some large with many TSO employees, and some small with fewer TSO 

employees. Primarily, with the exception of special emphasis operations at train stations, 

mass transit venues and pipelines, the TSOs work at the airports with aviation security 

being their primary mission. 

 Considering the role of the FSDs and their appetite for a training program that 

emphasizes leadership styles that are proven to inspire engagement, I think initial 

reactions and support would be mixed. Some of the FSDs are forward-leaning, continual 

learners who embrace data that indicate opportunity to improve. UNYs FSD, Bart R. 

Johnson, offered that TSA is “missing the boat” when it comes to training for first-line 

supervisors (personal communication, January 31, 2020). Johnson recognized the 

opportunity to develop supervisors as leaders and over the past three years, has advanced 

local, in-house leadership training opportunities for the first line. He shared the following 

regarding first-line supervisors and leadership: 

 The supervisors out there are the Sergeants, they have opportunity to interface 

 with the TSO workforce daily and make the most difference. It is imperative that 

 they understand what it means to be leaders who are relatable and authentic, while 

 taking the time to get to know every employee as an individual and determining 

 the best approach to assist them in forging a relationship with the mission. Our 

 roles in the national security enterprise are critically important and we need that 

 message shared and modeled with the front line every day, through 
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 engaged supervisors who care and lead with passion (personal communication, 

 January 31, 2020). 

FSDs like Bart R. Johnson would embrace the opportunity to build upon the current 

ESSO curriculum and embed training that focuses on leadership styles that serve to 

improve employee engagement and overall connection with the mission at every level. 

 There are other FSDs with very different views of leadership. These are primarily 

individuals who have known successes in a first career prior to coming to the TSA and 

are married to the leadership ideals that initially made them successful. Some of these 

FSDs are former military leaders who have always relied very heavily on 

authoritative/classical styles and their positional authority to get things done. While this 

approach is accepted and works very well in the military, TSOs are not Soldiers, or 

Marines or Airmen who have been through a basic training regimen that molded them 

into the model man or woman the military wants them to be. The TSO workforce is 

extraordinarily diverse and therefore, the autocratic styles that these FSDs are 

accustomed to are largely ineffective in the TSA environment. In my experience, these 

FSDs are so mired in the leadership styles that have worked for them in the past, they are 

reluctant to embrace anything new, even if it may be more effective. To further 

exacerbate these FSD’s distaste for innovative leadership that is proven to inspire 

engagement, it is known that these FSDs refer to the leadership tenets that this study has 

identified as preferred, particularly those related to transformational leadership, as “soft” 

and “too touchy-feely.” In summary, these FSDs are uncomfortable getting to know 

TSOs as individuals and investing in their individual development to assist the mission. 

Instead, they expect action and investment based solely on their position and direction. 
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This approach assumes that TSOs cannot think for themselves and should not have an 

opinion. It is ineffective at the TSA. Based on experience, it is my opinion that these 

FSDs would not initially support the training program being advanced by this study and 

would need to be adequately persuaded through data (e.g. this study) and direction from 

the TSA Headquarters.  

Other Stakeholder Positions 

 Considering other stakeholders and whether or not they would support the 

training program, I’m confident that TSA Headquarters leadership would offer support 

based on the results of this study, further analysis that would need to be completed, and 

the fact that improving the FEVS (and inherently employee engagement) is an important 

goal. Regarding the TSO workforce, this study clearly demonstrated that they benefit 

from both higher engagement and the leadership styles that inspire engagement. 

Therefore, they would support the training program. Similar to the FSDs, as explained 

above, the STSO cadre would likely be mixed in their support. Like the FSDs, some are 

very open to new leadership ideals and others, especially those who have been 

supervisors for a long time at the TSA or other jobs, are committed to what works for 

them. However, with adequate diffusion of the training as a new, TSA supported 

innovation to increase engagement and the overall working environment, the training 

would gain popularity. With consideration to airlines and Airport Operators that the TSA 

collaborates with on a daily basis, this leadership training program can only provide 

benefits. The same can be said for the TSA’s most important stakeholder, the travelling 

public. As TSA supervisors are trained and embrace the tenets of leadership styles that 

influence TSO engagement positively, they will be apt to apply the tenets universally to 
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their daily interactions. In that regard, the public as a whole will benefit from TSA 

supervisors who are genuinely authentic and transformational in their work-life approach. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 Implementation of the proposed solution in this case is benefited by the fact that 

TSA is genuinely embracing leadership training, the ESSO training for supervisors exists, 

there is a mechanism in place to get newly promoted supervisors to a centralized location 

at a FLETC to receive the training, and a modification to the ESSO curriculum that either 

adds to or replaces existing modules would accomplish the goal. Before that could be 

done, however, TSA Headquarters leadership would need to be briefed on the training 

program to include how it was derived, how it will be implemented, budgetary and policy 

impacts, and overall benefits to the organization and its employees. 

Proposal Development 

 Before the training program can come to fruition it needs to be fleshed out in a 

detailed set of proposals. The first proposal should be aimed at TSA Headquarters 

leadership, to include the TSA Training and Development Division, and include sections 

related to how the idea for the training program was developed based on the results of 

this study. This study will need to be outlined in detail to demonstrate findings and the 

far-reaching implications of the training program as beneficial for the TSA and its 

stakeholders, both internal and external. Data from additional, related research that 

follows this study should also be considered. In sum, the proposal should focus on the 

objective to increase TSO engagement (and subsequently the TSA FEVS scores) by 

training leadership tenets and styles that encourage engagement and will become 

organizational norms. The proposal should also include detailed training objectives and 
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learning outcomes, and a comprehensive communications plan designed to message the 

new training and associated plans throughout the organization with adequate support 

from senior leaders, including the TSA Administrator. Once TSA Headquarters approves 

the proposal, the FSD workgroup should be brought into the planning with a second, field 

leader-oriented proposal to garner their feedback and support. 

Develop Content, Materials, and Instructional Design 

 As the recommendation is to modify the existing weeklong ESSO classroom 

curriculum to incorporate this training program, consideration must be given to how this 

will be accomplished. Either the existing training will need to be modified to carve out 

time, or ESSO will need to be extended beyond one week to add the leadership specific 

training that is intended to inspire engagement. Ultimately, this is likely to be a budgetary 

decision based on whether or not funds are available to support a longer curriculum. 

Based on the fact that the training is at a FLETC, a federal facility, and attendees stay in 

dormitories and eat at a dining hall, the budgetary implications should be minimal and the 

recommendation is to extend the ESSO training a full week to accommodate this 

important training that has potential to positively influence the organizational landscape.  

 To prepare the incoming supervisors for the leadership aspects of the training, an 

asynchronous, pre-course survey will be executed to determine each supervisor’s 

leadership predilections prior to the classroom training. Then, once in the classroom, as 

an introduction to the ESSO leadership training modules, the class will be separated into 

groups, some made up of supervisors with the same leadership styles and some made up 

of supervisors with differing styles. Each group will be given a leadership challenge to 

solve amongst them. For comparison purposes post-exercise, the same challenge will be 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

123 

given to each group. After a defined period, the groups will reconvene and present both 

their solution, and how the solution was derived with input from different group 

members. This exercise is intended to introduce the group to leadership as a concept and 

the varying situation-specific styles that may be employed. 

 Exercises like this will be prominent throughout the instruction as supervisors will 

be given opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings about leadership in an open 

forum. As the curriculum evolves, analysis of leadership principles and real-world 

examples of varying leadership styles will be examined. Employee engagement will be 

explored as a function of the FEVS’ Employee Engagement Index. If supervisors play 

such an important role in engagement, as concluded by both the literature and this study, 

it is critical that they are given opportunity to understand the foundation of their 

influencer role and hone their leadership skills. In that regard, the leadership styles that 

this study found to contribute to higher employee engagement will be explored in detail 

through case study, groupthink, and scenario-based role-playing exercises. Training 

materials to facilitate delivery including presentations, renowned leaders’ profiles, 

scenarios for case studies, and exercise descriptions will need to be developed. The 

objective of the course content and instructional design is to emphasize authentic and 

transformational leadership as organizational standards for day-to-day leadership, and 

authoritative/classical leadership as most appropriate for threat situations.     

Timeline for Implementation 

 Feasibly, the training plan solution aimed at developing supervisor’s leadership 

skills as a mechanism to inspire improved employee engagement amongst TSOs could be 

developed and implemented in a pilot phase within one year. Prior to the proposal stage, 
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additional research designed to mimic this study should be executed at other TSA AORs 

nationwide to validate results, mitigate limitations, and verify national generalizability. In 

other words, do TSOs in Los Angeles, California who report high engagement perceive 

that their supervisors rely primarily on authentic and transformational leadership styles.   

 Following the research validation, proposal development, proposal delivery, and 

organizational approval, which could be accomplished in approximately six months, 

content and materials will need to be developed to support a robust instructional design. 

The TSA will also need to determine who will serve as instructors for this curriculum. 

Currently, ESSO is facilitated by a cadre of experienced transportation security 

professional who have been educated in instructional systems design and delivery. The 

alternative is to use an external resource like contracted trainers or an established 

educational institution. Considering the likelihood of exorbitant costs associated with 

resourcing the training externally, and the fact that the current ESSO instructors are 

intimately familiar with the nuances and needs of the TSA, the recommendation is to 

prepare the existing instructors and hold them to a high standard for delivering the 

leadership training with vigor and passion. Once the course design, materials, and 

instructors are adequately prepared, the course can be piloted with the first group of 

supervisors within one year of the training program being proposed as a solution. 

Evaluating the Training 

 Evaluation is possibly the most important aspect of any training program. 

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2012) offered that despite the changing landscape of 

training and development including the normalization of outsourcing and e-learning, 

organizations still want to know how effective training is and how sustainable it will be. 
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In the case of this training proposal, it will be important to determine supervisor’s 

reactions to the training, TSOs perceptions of their supervisor’s leadership, and whether 

or not the training is having the intended, positive effect on both employee engagement 

and organizational performance. 

 Regarding the supervisors, a post-ESSO survey that includes open-ended 

questions and feedback opportunities is important to evaluate their perceptions of the 

training and its effectiveness. It will be important to learn whether or not they gleaned the 

training concepts, how they view the highlighted leadership styles and each style’s 

relationship with employee engagement, and whether or not they intend to develop their 

own leadership tendencies to practice the styles as instructed. This information will serve 

to evaluate the immediate effectiveness of the training following each session and 

whether it needs to be modified.  

 Considering TSO perceptions of their supervisor’s leadership styles, this study 

proved that those perceptions relate directly to the employee’s reported level of 

engagement. Therefore, it will be important to interview TSOs, at a defined period after 

their supervisor received the training, to determine if the TSO perceives that their 

supervisor is employing the preferred leadership styles that were trained at ESSO. This 

survey approach serves two purposes. First, it allows TSA to evaluate the ESSO training 

systematically for areas that may need to be adjusted (e.g. maybe one leadership style is 

being dominantly employed over others), and second, it serves to evaluate whether or not 

individual supervisors are seeking to put the preferred leadership styles into practice in 

the work environment. If the answer is no, individual supervisors may need to be 

retrained or assessed to determine learning gaps. 
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 Regarding broad indicators of organizational engagement and improved 

performance, the FEVS will serve an evaluation mechanism to determine if the training is 

having the intended effect on the Employee Engagement Index (EEI). If yes, the TSA’s 

EEI will improve overall and TSA will improve its stock amongst the best federal 

organizations to work for. On the performance spectrum, there are multiple mechanisms 

that the TSA employs to measure performance and threat detection aptitudes. 

Conceivably, if the training program is effective, the TSA will see an increase in both 

performance ratings amongst the TSO workforce and overall detection capabilities. 

Collectively, the FEVS and existing performance management tools are important 

mechanisms to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the training being presented. 

Implications 

 The implications of this study are far-reaching for the TSA and its stakeholders. 

This section examines those implication from the perspective of those who will benefit, 

what they will learn, and why that knowledge is significant (Roberts, 2010). 

Practical Implications 

 This study offers the TSA a leadership lifeline in the form of a proposed training 

program that is intended to be delivered to the first-line supervisor corps and serves to 

inspire TSO engagement. Organizationally, the TSA has never established or trained a 

preferred leadership style (or styles) and this study demonstrates that authentic and 

transformational leadership tenets inspire increased engagement among TSOs. Brewer 

(2005) indicated that there is a longstanding supervisory management problem in the 

federal government. This research serves as the TSA’s opportunity to solve that problem, 

as other federal organizations have, and become a destination organization within the 



LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS AT TSA 

   

127 

federal government. With the results of this study as the foundation, the TSA can educate 

its workforce about what it means to be substantively engaged and how to inspire 

engagement through preferred, consistently trained leadership styles that can be 

practically applied in the field. 

 Further, beyond identifying and training leadership styles that work to inspire 

engagement and increase FEVS scores. TSOs will benefit from supervisors who 

recognize them as individual contributors with individual goals. One of the biggest 

benefits of transformational leadership is mutual respect between supervisors and 

employees and their joint connection with the mission that results (Babcock-Roberson & 

Strickland, 2010). With employees that are more engaged and goal-oriented based on 

better relationships with their direct supervisors, and supervisors who feel that they are 

making a positive impact on both the organization and its employees, the TSA might be 

able to further develop trust with its employees. With trust, engaged employees, and 

additional training, the TSA could transform from the bureaucratic, mechanized, 

procedures-based security philosophy that it currently employs, to a more organic 

approach that relies on professionalized TSOs who rely on critical thinking to assess risk, 

identify vulnerabilities, and apply security protocols organically. This professionalized 

version of the TSA would result in higher compensation for the TSO workforce, cost 

savings as the TSA would not need as many TSOs to get the job done, and employees 

who are proud contributors to the national security enterprise. This can all be 

accomplished by advancing this research and conducting additional research aimed at 

improving employee engagement through agency sponsored leadership styles. 
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 On a societal scale, this study has significant implications for the whole of 

America who relies on the aviation sector, the travelling public. This study concluded a 

definitive nexus between specific leadership styles and employee engagement at the TSA. 

The existing literature indicated that higher employee engagement is positively related to 

increased performance (Bates, 2004; Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010; Schuck & 

Wollard, 2010). Therefore, if the TSA can effectively improve employee engagement by 

advancing preferred leadership styles as norms, overall performance will improve, and 

the travelling public will be the largest benefactor. The TSA, since its inception, has had 

mixed public reviews that stem from personal experiences being shared amongst travelers 

and the media that has regularly highlighted the TSA as fledgling. This study provides an 

opportunity for the TSA to change the public narrative through improved performance 

that improves the passenger experience and offers better security for the travelling public. 

Implications for Future Research 

 This study serves as the foundation for future research aimed at validating 

authentic, transformational, and situation-specific autocratic/classical leadership as 

TSA’s normative leadership styles that serve to inspire employee engagement. The 

novelty of this study’s mixed methods design allows it to be replicated in other TSA 

AORs and glean direct, experiential feedback on supervisor’s leadership tendencies. This 

will determine whether or not the styles this study concluded as relating positively with 

increased engagement is applicable more broadly, on a national scale. To further 

determine the generalizability of this research, the study could be applied to part-time 

TSOs as well.  
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 Additionally, this study stopped short of determining the relationship between 

employee engagement and performance at the TSA. While the positive relationship 

(higher employee engagement results in improved performance) can be inferred based on 

the existing literature, this study serves to support further research that compares reported 

employee engagement with existing TSA performance benchmarks. This could be 

accomplished through a two-pronged correlational quantitative study that compares 

reported engagement levels (garnered from this study) with TSO performance reviews - 

i.e. do employees who report higher engagement generally receive higher reviews from 

their first-line supervisor – and threat detection capabilities – i.e. do employees who 

report higher engagement perform better when presented with covert threat assessments 

aimed at determining their detection capabilities. There is significant value in this 

research to determine if the existing literature is supported at the TSA and higher 

engagement equates to higher performance.  

Summary of the Study 

 This study found supporting evidence that the tenets of authentic and 

transformational leadership styles, when employed consistently by first-line supervisors 

at the TSA, resulted in higher employee engagement among full time TSOs in the UNY 

AOR. Further, this study revealed that authoritative/classical leadership tenets, when 

employed by first-line TSA supervisors during threat situations, also contributed to 

higher engagement among the same full time TSOs. These conclusions were derived 

from the qualitative themes that emerged from semi-structured interviews with 

purposively sampled TSOs who reported either high or very high, or low or very low 

employee engagement through a reliable, valid survey instrument. When the resulting 
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themes were integrated with quantitative employee engagement results and compared to 

the tenets of normative leadership styles, it was determined that some leadership styles 

inspire employee engagement amongst TSOs at the TSA, while other styles inhibited 

engagement. These findings, and the manner in which this study was executed in an 

explanatory sequential mixed methods form, not only expanded upon the existing 

leadership and employee engagement literature, they also underlined practical 

implications for the TSA as an organization, its employees, and the traveling public at 

large. In summary, by way of this study’s findings and the proposed solution for a 

training program aimed at embracing supervisory leadership styles that inspire TSO 

engagement, the TSA is poised to improve its marketability as a destination organization 

in the federal government while professionalizing its workforce and benefitting the 

traveling public through improved security performance. Despite the limitations of this 

study, the TSA and other organizations can use it as a foundation for future research that 

aims to improve employee engagement by identifying and training leadership styles that 

are proven to inspire front line employees. 
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Appendix C 

Employee Engagement Survey: Employee Consent Email 

Communication  
 
Participant Information Letter – The following was sent, via email, to potential survey 

(UWES Instrument) participants: 
 

Dear Transportation Security Officer, 

 

 My name is Brian Bushnell.  In addition to being employed by the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS), Transportation Security Administration (TSA), I am also working on 
my doctoral studies at Creighton University in Omaha, NE. As a part of my degree requirements, 

I am in the process of completing a dissertation research project which is the purpose of this 

email.   

 I am inviting you to take part in the first phase of this two-part research study that will 

examine the relationship between perceived leadership styles and employee engagement at the 
TSA.  The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study is to identify leadership 

styles that contribute to high levels of employee engagement at TSA.  This study is necessary 

because the relationship between perceived leadership styles and employee engagement has 

never been explored at TSA.  Further, the very mission of the TSA, to protect the nation’s 

transportation systems and ensure freedom of movement for people and commerce, highlights 
the need to develop highly engaged Transportation Security Officers who are invested in the 

mission and driven to perform.  This study is significant to the TSA as an organization, its 

employees, and the American public who seeks the benefits of secure, unencumbered travel. 

 By completing this survey, you are giving your consent for the me to include your 

responses in my data analysis. Your participation in this survey will take approximately 7-10 
minutes and is strictly voluntary, as such, there will be no compensation for completion. There 

are no risks in participating and you may choose not to participate without fear of penalty or any 

negative consequences. 

 You are encouraged to answer the survey on your own private time and in a confidential 

setting. Individual responses will be anonymous. No individually identifiable information will be 

disclosed or published, and all results will be presented as aggregate, summary data. 

 If you wish, you may request a copy of the results of this research study by writing to the 

researcher, Brian Bushnell, 110 Rocky Rd. Liverpool, NY 13090.  If you have questions about 

your rights, please contact Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126.  

 I have read and understand the information explaining the purpose of this research and 
my rights and responsibilities as a participant. Completion of the online survey defines my 

consent to participate in this research study, according to the terms and conditions outlined 

above. 
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Appendix D 

Permission to use Instrument  
 

Schaufeli, W.B. (Wilmar) <w.schaufeli@uu.nl>   
Reply all| 
Yesterday, 12:16 PM 

Bushnell, Brian D 

Action Items 
Dear Brian, 
  
Thank you very much for your interest in my work. 
You may use the UWES free of charge, but only for non-commercial, academic research. In case 

of commercial use we should draft a contract. 
Please visit my website (address below) from which the UWES can be downloaded, as well as 

all my publications on the subject. 
Good luck with your research. 
  
With kind regards, 
  
Wilmar Schaufeli 
 

Bushnell, Brian D   
Reply all| 
Tue 8/29, 2:33 PM 

w.schaufeli@uu.nl 

Prof. Dr. Schaufeli - Good Day 

 
My name is Brian Bushnell.  I am a Doctoral candidate at Creighton University in Omaha, NE., 

USA.  This email serves to formally request your permission to use the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale referenced in your article entitled “The Measurement of Work Engagement 

with a Short Questionnaire: A Cross-National Study” by Schaufeli and Bakker 

(2006).  Your instrument will be used for academic purposes only in a study that I have proposed 

for my dissertation research. 
 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study is to identify leadership styles 

that could contribute to high levels of employee engagement at the Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA), a dynamic, risk-based governmental security organization that is 

epitomized by a hierarchal structure and bureaucratic design.      
 

If you require additional information regarding my study, please let me know and I will provide 

whatever you need. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincere Compliments - B. D. Bushnell  
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Appendix E 

 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 
 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research 

study, and to make that decision without any pressure from the people 

who are conducting the research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time 

after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to 

you, and what you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the 

study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the 

study and whether you will be compensated for participating in the 

study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you 

and how your confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about 

research-related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you 

have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a 

research-related injury, and who will pay for research-related 

treatment.  

 


