
T  raditionally, we’ve been taught to avoid  
 discussing feelings in the workplace,  
 but a growing body of research shows that 

leaders who are transparent about their emotions  
are more successful in their own work and boost  
the performance of the people working with them. 

Multiple global studies show that sharing emotion  
can make us feel better as individuals, make  
our team feel stronger as a group, and convey useful 
information to build better working relationships  
within and across departments.

Lindy Greer, Associate Professor of Management  
and Organizations at Michigan Ross, conducts research 
that focuses on how to lead effective organizational 

teams, with specific interests in leadership skills in 
conflict management, diversity and inclusion, vision 
crafting, and the communication of emotions.

“Research data shows that when we’re vulnerable in our 
work and share our emotions with others, we can 
understand each other and create the context for our 
feelings. And when we have that additional information,  
we can collaborate and perform better,” Greer says.

The first step is acknowledging our own feelings.

“Labeling our emotions and being transparent about 
them reduces their intensity and allows for more 
rational information processing,” says Greer, who’s also 
the Director of the Michigan Ross Sanger Leadership 
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Center. Simply stating — even to yourself — “I’m angry”  
or “I’m worried” reduces those feelings and enables 
you to focus more keenly on your work.

And there’s a bonus: Leaders who acknowledge their 
feelings mitigate negative impacts on their teams,  
too — the people working with and for us are more 
focused and effective. 

CREATING PREDICTABILITY WITH 
EMOTIONAL TRANSPARENCY
Sharing feelings with colleagues and employees  
can also have a positive influence on their performance,  
according to a working paper authored by Greer  
and three researchers at the University of Amsterdam.  
But there’s one important caveat.

“An implicit assumption … has been that leaders’ 
emotional expressions logically follow from  
the situation…and thus help followers who observe 
[them] to better understand the situation. However, 
leaders’ emotional expressions are not always 
predictable to followers,” the authors write.

That’s a big reason emotions at work are challenging. 
When we only see the action or reaction to something,  
it’s easy to misunderstand or make up the reasons behind 
it. That’s dangerous to morale, trust and productivity.

The researchers found that these situations spark 
uncertainty about how the leader allocates ranks  
and resources within the team and triggers internal 
power struggles that undermine group performance.

“Team members use the emotional responses of their 
leader to map out the power landscape in their  
team and their current and future position within  
it,” the paper states. If they don’t understand the response,  
they make assumptions that are usually incorrect.

“It’s a classic attribution error,” Greer explains. “When  
we don’t know the why behind the behavior, we assume 
the worst. Talking honestly about your reactions brings 
critical information to the table so you and your 
coworkers can adapt behavior accordingly.”

Consider this example: When a leader appears  
to be unpredictably angry in a team budget meeting, 
followers who are unclear about the root cause  
of this anger will worry about the implications for their 
personal budget allocations. The perceived threat  
to resources may prompt them to engage with 
teammates in a more combative way, generating 

A NEW MBA FOR  
A NEW WORLD OF WORK 

Michigan Ross now offers an online MBA 
that delivers the same curriculum that  
has earned Michigan Ross its status  

as one of the best business schools in the world.

The online format makes it more convenient  
for working professionals to study for a top-tier 
MBA degree while meeting their personal  
and professional commitments. The curriculum  
is brought to life online through digital learning 
tools that provide a comprehensive and engaging 
educational experience.

Students also benefit from:

	■ Self-guided study paired with live, online 
classes led by top Ross faculty 

	■ Electives that tailor studies to serve 
professional goals 

	■ The Multidisciplinary Action Projects course, 
which is designed to apply structured problem-
solving techniques to real-world projects  
for a sponsoring company

	■ Three in-person residencies on the Ross  
campus for intensive study in leadership, 
business transformation and innovation

The Sanger Leadership Center at Michigan Ross 
helps you develop the character and capabilities 
to be successful in business and life. The center 
offers coursework, speakers, special events  
and other resources in leadership studies,  
and curates the Michigan Model of Leadership.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE  
Michigan Ross Online MBA Program.
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unnecessary power struggles and hampering individual 
and team performance.

By contrast, expressing our emotions — not just 
acting out of them — provides co-workers with a rich 
source of valuable information about our appraisals, 
motives and intentions.

“Being transparent about your emotions gives information  
to others so they can relate to us,” Greer says. “That 
makes it easier for others to understand your actions 
and communicate their own more effectively.” Teams 
who communicate more effectively about everything 
— including their feelings — collaborate more 
effectively and work more efficiently. 

“Communicating about emotions makes leaders seem 
more human, reduces perceived power distances  
and makes everyone more productive,” she notes

TENDING TO VIRTUAL TEAMS  
& REMOTE WORKERS
The impact of unpredictable or unexplained emotions 
is amplified for virtual teams and remote workers.

First, there’s what we all know from social media: 
“People tend to be more extreme online,” Greer 
notes. Digital communications embolden us to take 
stronger stands or be less cordial. “On the opposite 
side, people can at times be less willing to share 
emotions in the digital domain,” Greer says. Either 
extreme inhibits teamwork and trust.

Second, there’s the lack of visual context in email  
and other digital communications, which takes away 
valuable social feedback like facial expressions  
and other body language that help us understand  
the emotional expression.

“Without the physical cues we get when talking face  
to face, we have less fundamental knowledge  
of the other person’s values and are more likely  
to take their response personally,” Greer says. Again, 
the fundamental attribution error is at play here. 
Followers will assume they have done something  
to elicit the response — not considering what else 
may be influencing the leader’s mood.

That makes it especially important to check tone in digital  
communications and make a more concerted effort 
to contextualize when necessary to avoid misperceptions,  
conflicts, anxiety and other productivity reducing impacts. 

Communicating 
about emotions 

makes leaders 
seem more human, 
reduces perceived 

power distances and 
makes everyone 

more productive.
— LINDY GREER, 

Associate Professor of Management and Organizations  
Michigan Ross
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MAKING YOUR EMOTIONAL 
EXPRESSION MORE PREDICTABLE
Leaders do not have to be completely open books 

— privacy is important — but a lack of context for your 
overall mood can cause problems for your team.

“For followers, their whole world is their leader,  
but for leaders, there are multiple other inputs from  
up and down the ladder and in and out of the company,” 
Greer notes. Her research suggests that an important 
leadership skill is the ability to reduce the perceived 
unpredictability of emotions to followers, and thus keep 
toxic dynamics from developing within the team.

TO ACHIEVE THIS, LEADERS MUST:

1 PROVIDE CONTEXT FOR YOUR EMOTIONS. 
For example, you might say, “If I appear a little 
down or disappointed today, it’s not about  

you. I had a proposal rejected this morning. I just 
wanted to make sure you knew the context. How are 
you all today?” Or “If I seem a little distracted today,  
it’s because I was just asked to emcee the sales launch. 
What’s something good that’s happened to you today?” 

2 ACCENTUATE PERCEIVED TEAM 
INTERDEPENDENCE. Reinforcing 
relationships and accountability within your 

team always yields positive results and is especially 
important when expressing emotions. When team 
members feel tightly bound to each other, the leader’s 
emotions have less impact. Tactics to build a stronger 
team mentality include using “we” more in 
communication, recognizing outstanding collaboration 
and celebrating group achievements. These activities 
are especially valuable for leaders experiencing 
challenges outside of work that they don’t want to 
share with coworkers. Interdependence can create a 
protective buffer between leaders and their teams 
during difficult periods.

Feeling better about feelings is an important leadership  
skill, and one to continuously work on.

“When feelings are out there, we open the door  
to problem-solving,” Greer concludes. “For instance,  
if I can say I’m frustrated by the way a meeting went,  
it opens up an opportunity for the group  
to collaborate on how to improve or change  
the situation going forward.” 
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When feelings 
are out there, 
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