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Abstract
Research on leader–member exchange (LMX) has gained momentum with a large
number of studies investigating its impact on multiple levels. This article systemat-
ically reviews the literature between 2010 and 2016 on the link between LMX and
its impacts on employee perceptual, attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. Our review
identifies performance, job satisfaction, organization citizenship behavior, turnover
intention, creativity, organizational commitment and affective commitment as the
most significant outcomes of LMX. This article also identifies potential areas for
future LMX research and identifies different ways for enhancing its theoretical and
empirical contributions in future.

Keywords Leader member exchange · Behavior · Attitude · Perceptions

JEL Classification M1 · M10 · M12

1 Introduction

As leadership does not occur in ‘black box’, the relationship between leaders and
‘the led’ is important and remains of interest to both academicians and practition-
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ers (Redeker et al. 2014; Van Vugt and De Cremer 2003). Seeking to theorize this,
leader–Member Exchange (LMX) is influential (Boer et al. 2016). LMX suggests a
focus on the leader–employee relationship and how the intensity of their relationship
leads to a number of positive and negative changes in employees over time (Liden et al.
2006). On the other hand, leaders formulate high quality relationshipswith some group
members and facilitate them by going beyond formal obligations by offering mentor-
ing or empowering them, while offering fewer incentives to others. Those differences
in relationships are known as LMX differentiation (Chen et al. 2007; Sparrowe and
Liden 2005).

LMX is an important concept in the literature, as it recognizes the importance of
relationships and employee mental adjustment rather than just focusing on monetary
incentives (Bernerth et al. 2016; Breevaart et al. 2015). The concept of LMX particu-
larly focuses on those qualitative aspects that are essential for individual performance
through an impact of their relationshipwith leaders (Liden et al. 1997; Little et al. 2016)
and hence adds value to the literature. A growing number of articles have been written
on LMX and its significance over the last two decades (Bernerth et al. 2016; Cobb and
Lau 2015; Li et al. 2016) based on the antecedents, consequences and other aspects
of LMX (Harris et al. 2014), for example, on employee performance and productivity
(Boer et al. 2016; Morganson et al. 2016). Previously, researchers were focused on
understanding LMX behavioral outcomes, e.g. on citizenship behavior, impression
management (Wayne and Green 1993). However, researchers are now focused more
on psychological outcomes (Chen et al. 2012; Creary et al. 2015; Glaso and Einarsen
2008; Liang 2017; Spitzmuller and andIlies 2010).

Most LMX studies have examined the positive consequences of LMX differentia-
tion. However, LMXdifferentiation leads to variability in relationships of subordinates
with leaders, resulting in a number of perceptual barriers for employees that may nega-
tively impact on their performance (Tse and Troth 2013). Researchers are increasingly
interested in determining howLMX impacts on employee behavior or perceptions neg-
atively, such as how LMX may lead to envy or jealousy between employees working
within the same groups (Kim et al. 2013).

LMX is not only associated with employee performance outcomes but also positive
emotions and perceptions of employees e.g. justice procedures (van Knippenberg and
De Cremer 2008), thus improving the overall environment of organizations (Ma and
and Qu 2010; Peng and Lin 2016; Soane et al. 2018; Wu et al. 2010). The external
environment may also play an essential role in impacting LMX quality (Bernerth
et al. 2016; Nolzen 2018). The concept of LMX is strongly related to social identity
theory as well (Liu et al. 2013). Social identity theory also remained an important
concept, as leaders and employees may experience identity changes after working
with each other (Hogg et al. 2012; Meyer et al. 2016). When employees formulate
individual relationships with leaders, formulation of in-groups and out-groups leads to
formulationof different social groups, eventually impacts identity changes in themover
time, and hence LMXmay play an initiating role in this aspect, particularly in a cross-
cultural environment (Meyer et al. 2016). LMX is further related to social learning
theory as high quality relationships between leaders and followers improve the learning
of leaders and followers through their interactions (Uhl-Bien 2011). Furthermore, such
relationships also impact on the social exchange between them, as suggested by social
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exchange theory (Ahmed et al. 2013); hence LMX provides a useful linkage to other
theories as well.

In the early articles in the late 1970s researchers investigated LMX outcomes at the
dyadic level only (Li et al. 2016). However, this does not provide complete assess-
ments (Tu and Lu 2016). For example, employees performing tasks as a group or
team are missed by such dyadic analysis (Bhal and Dadhich 2011). Thus, researchers
began conducting studies at the team level (Li et al. 2016; Ma and and Qu 2010;
Meyer et al. 2016; Zhao 2015). Some researchers also suggested understanding LMX
consequences at group level (Cobb and Lau 2015).

Although a few researchers have recently worked on LMX review articles, most
of these were predominantly based on the use of a meta-analytic approach (Dulebohn
et al. 2012;Martin et al. 2016).While this provides a useful approach for summarizing
results, it is based on the use of statistical techniques and may not consider the impact
of contextual or subjective factors (Walker et al. 2008), Hence, the aim of our article
is to expand our understanding to the above question, i.e. how does LMX impact on
employees through focusing on employee perspectives and contextual differences. For
this purpose LMX articles written over a seven year period (January 2010–December
2016)were examined through a systematic reviewprocess.Anumber of review articles
written before 2010 were limited to meta-analysis (Kuoppala et al. 2008); hence this
time period (2010–2016) has been selected for understanding more recent trends in
the studies.

1.1 Research question

Recent studies in organizational behavior particularly suggest understanding the var-
ious outcomes of leaders’ on followers in a changing dynamics context (Liang 2017;
Naseer et al. 2016). Hence, the following question provides the basis of our research:
“What is the relationship between LMX and employee outcomes?”

2 Methodology

We integrate previous findings through a systematic analysis of the LMX literature.
This is useful since it helps in-depth study of a particular area and helps minimize bias
and enhance transparency by providing clear boundaries at every stage (Rousseau
et al. 2008; Tranfield et al. 2003). One potential argument made in recent studies
is that LMX is dependent on multiple factors and we cannot synthesize outcomes
in one review without considering or controlling all those factors (Antonakis 2017;
Ioannidis 2016). More contemporary studies try to carry out some kind of experiment
for ensuring this aspect and for eliminating possible endogeneity (Bettis et al. 2014;
Guide and Ketokivi 2015; Reeb et al. 2012), However, the articles included in our
review period did not discuss this factor.

A second, limitation is that our focus is mainly on understanding LMX outcomes.
However, we do not include the mechanism or process of those changes as most of
the previous meta-analyses focused on understanding those mechanisms (Dulebohn
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Table 1 Overview of systematic review process

Steps involved

Step 1: Database selection Emerald, JSTOR and Springer link

Step 2: Search words used for coverage of
databases

Leader Member Exchange, LMX

Step 3: Time period specification Papers published between 2010 and 2016

Step 4: Initial screening Abstracts of all 193 papers read, 85 relevant
papers shortlisted based on research question

Step 5: Categorization of papers Shortlisted papers categorized on the basis of
impact factor

Step 6: Articles filtered Only 50 impact factor papers included

Step 7: Inclusion of papers from top quality
journals

35 Relevant papers from five top journals:
Academy of Management Review,
Administrative Sciences Quarterly, Journal of
Management, The Leadership Quarterly;
Organizational behavior and human decision
processes included

Total number of articles in study was 85 (50 + 35)

et al. 2012; Martin et al. 2016). Hence our review aims to add value with qualitative
aspects.

A three stage procedure of systematic reviewwas followed: Stage 1was the planning
phase: research questions were defined as this clarified our overall boundaries. Stage
2 was the review phase: relevant papers from multiple sources were collected and
reviewed. Stage 3 was the reporting phase: based on the reviews we reported the
results and patterns of findings. There were seven steps overall in the three stages.
Table 1 overview this systematic review process and explains the integration of the
systematic review process at different stages.

Three different databases—Emerald, JSTOR and Springer link—were selected for
a wide coverage. Second, these databases were searched for LMX papers focused
on employee outcomes. Key search words were “Leader Member Exchange” and
“LMX”. To focus only on more recent findings, we limited our time period to January
2010–December 2016.

In recent years a focus has mainly shifted to the ‘quality of methodological validity’
of systematic reviews. Hence, our systematic review was conducted using a logical
process for enhancing inter-rater reliability as well. In order to enhance the internal
validity of the study and limit bias, three different key databases were selected because
they covered articles fromdiverse andmultiple domains.Within this group only impact
factor articles were selected for three reasons. First, our initial screening process
resulted in identification of a large number of articles fromvarious domains,wewanted
to retain specific and high quality articles, and hence access all the high quality articles
through this filter. Second, it provides a more objective ground for selection of articles
above a certain quality (Citrome 2007). Third, it helps in improving the overall quality
of a systematic review for future research, as potential researchers approach systematic
reviews for accessing high quality content (Triaridis and Kyrgidis 2010).
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In order to maintain consistency and reduce the chances of error in the article
selection process, we involved one Human Resource (HR) expert, having extensive
research experience inLMXand related areas, to help ensure great consistency (Cooper
et al. 2018). This helped in including all the relevant key terms and hence in identifying
articles that were relevant to the research question.

In total, 193 articleswere included in our initial sample and keywordswere searched
in the ‘Abstract’ section. After reading their abstracts, 80 articles were selected on
the basis of relevance to our research question. Databases do not offer an option
of extracting impact factor articles. Hence the impact factor criteria were specified
after getting a complete list of all the 80 articles on LMX. Paper selection was further
refined by using only articles in impact factor journals to maintain a quality of research
threshold, leaving 50 articles. To add more value to our study we then went through
five high quality journals in other databases (e.g. Sage publications): The Leadership
Quarterly, Journal of Management, Academy ofManagement Review, Administrative
Science Quarterly, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes. Four of
these journals are part of the FT50 list and while The Leadership Quarterly was not,
it has a high impact factor. These journals were particularly relevant due to their
contribution to the field of leadership. Search terms used for electronic search of
databases and individual journals were the same i.e. ‘LMX’ and ‘Leader Member
Exchange’.One of the reasons behind getting a large number of articles from individual
journals i.e. 35 is the close relevance of these journals with the concept of leadership;
hence a large number of articles were extracted from them using the similar keywords.
Hence the total number of papers in the final review process was 85 (50 + 35). Details
regarding selection from the databases and the number from each journal are given in
Tables 2 and 3.

3 Findings

3.1 Theoretical support in the literature

A number of different theories were utilized in the articles, besides LXM theory.
However, Resource Theory and Fairness Theory were the two major theories as both
provide a meaningful framework for understanding the concept of LMX from diverse
perspectives. Hence these are discussed in this section.

3.1.1 Resource theory

This has been used for explaining the positive association of high quality LMX and
creative performance in 8% (7) articles. The relationship between LMX differentia-
tion and team conflicts may be explained in light of resources (Zhao 2015). One paper
utilized three different theoretical perspectives for theorizing team member exchange
(TMX) as an important mechanism influenced by LMX (Tse 2014). Employees are
more likely to engage in their work to their fullest extent when they are provided
with superior resources by leaders (Breevaart et al. 2015). Conservation of Resource
Theory asserts the importance of resources in employee performance. Commitment
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Table 2 Screening and selection process of papers (2010–2016)

Database Initial
screening
(abstract)

Shortlisted papers Final selection Papers selection from journals

Emerald 140 Papers 48 Papers 25 Papers Leadership and Organization
Development Journal (9)

Journal of Managerial
Psychology (4)

Career Development
International (3)

Chinese Management Studies (2)
International Journal of
Manpower (1)

International Journal of
Hospitality (1)

Personnel Review (1)
Employee Relations (1)
Industrial Management and Data
Systems (1)

Management Decision (1)
Journal of Organizational Change
Management (1)

JSTOR 20 Papers 8 Papers 5 Papers Academy of Management (2)
Journal of Business Ethics (1)
Journal of Business and
Psychology (1)

Journal of Organizational
Behavior (1)

Springer link 33 Papers 24 Papers 20 Papers Journal of Business Ethics (7)
Asia Pacific Journal of
Management (6)

Journal of Business Psychology
(3)

Service Business (1)
Journal of Happiness Studies(1)
Motivation and Emotion(1)
Learning Environment
Research(1)

Table 3 Papers selection from 5 top quality journals (2010 – 2016)

Journal Number of publications shortlisted

The Leadership Quarterly 22

Journal of Management 2

Academy of Management Review 3

Administrative Science Quarterly 2

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 6

Total papers 35
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level decreases when employees are not provided with sufficient resources (Cheng
et al. 2012). High quality LMX also facilitates the creation of new and valuable
resources for organizations (Creary et al. 2015; Harris et al. 2011), as provision of
resources makes them feel valuable and psychologically connected to an organiza-
tion.

3.1.2 Fairness theory

This explains the importance of employee fair treatment and how perceptions about
fairness can lead to positive outcomes in organizations in 4% (3) articles. Employee
perceptions of fairness about resource distribution also impact on the quality of LMX
(Sun et al. 2013). Employee perceptions regarding fairness have positive association
with performance as compared to actual processes (Peng and Lin 2016). Hence, orga-
nizations should enhance transparency in their systems to create a fair climate for
employees (Lind and Tyler 1988). More research on their integration may lead to
meaningful outcomes in the future.

4 Analytic framework

Based on the findings regarding the outcomes of LMX, three major categories of LMX
outcomes including perceptual, attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, were identified.
Perceptual outcomes refer to the changes or impact on an individual’s thought process
and mindset. Attitudinal outcomes refer to changes in an individual’s feeling and
emotions. Behavioral outcomes refers to changes in an individual’s way of acting and
habits (Fazio and Williams 1986).

Due to the blurred boundaries and lack of consensus in the literature, perceptual and
attitudinal variables were categorized together (Liden et al. 1997), hence category one
concerns perceptual and attitudinal outcomes, while category two concerns behavioral
outcomes. Perceptual and attitudinal outcomes of LMX are psychological in nature
and reflect employee mental state and how that shapes their emotions and thinking
process; hence are not easily observable and recognizable to others. These outcomes
also impact individuals’ behavioral outcomes. The four variables included in the first
category are: Job satisfaction, Turnover intention, Organizational commitment and
Affective commitment. The remaining three variables, Performance, Organizational
citizenship behavior (OCB) and Creativity, were categorized as behavioral outcomes.
Behavioral outcomes refer to the impact on the behavior of employees and changes in
their actions due to LMX.

The seven outcomes were discussed in 60% (51) of papers. A few variables,
including actual turnover, employee exhaustion, trust and deviant behavior, emo-
tional exhaustion were discussed in just one or two articles. The variables of
knowledge sharing, whistle blowing, perception of career satisfaction and norma-
tive commitment were investigated in just one article. A list of 7 outcomes identified
from the literature and the frequency of their discussion has been summarized in
Table 4.
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Table 4 Summary of the evidence in support of LMX link with outcomes

Sr. no. Variable Number of studies

1 Performance 16*

2 Job satisfaction 14*

3 Organization citizenship behavior 11*

4 Creativity 11*

5 Turnover intention 10*

6 Organization commitment 6*

7 Affective commitment 4*

8 Actual turnover 2

9 Employee silence/voice behavior 2

10 Emotional exhaustion 2

11 Trust 2

12 Deviant behavior 2

13 Other outcomes (Perception of career satisfaction, Psychological
empowerment, Knowledge sharing, Whistle blowing, Emotional
exhaustion, Normative commitment and Others)

16*

Total number of studies 85a

aVariables with * were investigated together with other variables in most of the studies and not in isolation

4.1 Perceptual and attitudinal outcomes

This section discusses and integrates the findings of the four perceptual and attitudi-
nal outcomes: Job satisfaction, Turnover intention, Organizational commitment and
Affective commitment.

4.1.1 Job satisfaction

This was investigated as a LMX outcome in 16% (14) of papers. Most 85% (12) of
these were based on empirical investigations. Job satisfaction is closely linked with
employee emotions (Bang 2015; Harris et al. 2011; Pan and Lin 2016). If employee
emotional abilities are strong enough in handling different and difficult kinds of situ-
ations, their relationship with leaders will be stable and level of job satisfaction will
increase (Chen et al. 2014; Pan and Lin 2016). Emotional stability is helpful, as this
helps them in communicating their challenges with the leaders and provide an impor-
tant route for shaping high quality LMX (Jordan and Troth 2011; Hill et al. 2014;
Zhang and Morand 2014). Job satisfaction is also suggested as positively related to a
number of other outcomes e.g. affect, loyalty, respect and contribution (Bang 2015;
Little et al. 2016). LMX partially mediates the relationship between delegation and
job satisfaction (Joiner and Leveson 2015). One paper suggested a strong role for high
quality LMX, especially for newcomers, since leaders are the main source of guidance
and learning for them (Sluss and Thompson 2012).
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4.1.2 Turnover intention

The relationship between LMX and turnover intention was examined in 11% (10)
of papers. Some 80% (8) of these articles did not take into account actual turnover.
Turnover intention is a better variable than actual turnover since it can highlight a
realistic picture of organizations in terms of employee thinking and perceptions, while
actual turnover may be linked to many broader issues as well (Kang et al. 2011). LMX
facilitates relationship development between leader and follower through establishing
an emotional understanding that further reduces employee turnover intention (Agar-
wal et al. 2012). Employees with high emotional intelligence (Poon and Rowley 2007)
are less likely to think about leaving the organization due to better relationships with
employers (Jordan and Troth 2011). Furthermore, when there is a similarity between
personality traits of leaders and followers, i.e. high leader–follower congruence, LMX
positively impacts relationship development between them through information shar-
ing and continuous communication (Chen et al. 2016). High quality LMX between
leaders and followers leads to organizational identification of employees and makes
them feel closely associated to organizations (Liu et al. 2013).

4.1.3 Organizational commitment and affective commitment (subset)

LMX impacts on organizational and affective commitment was examined in 11% (10)
of papers. Organizational commitment was studied in 7% (6) papers, while affective
commitment was studied in 5% (4) papers. Organizational commitment refers to an
individuals’ mental and emotional affiliation, while affective commitment only repre-
sents emotional. Affective commitment is a subset of organizational commitment but
has been studied separately. A positive association with organizational commitment
was found 80% (8 out of 10) of papers. One paper explained LMX’s role in impacting
on organizational, but not career, commitment (Kang et al. 2011).

Each employee has a different relationship with supervisors and those that expe-
rience high quality LMX with supervisors experience higher levels of organizational
commitment as compared to employees with low quality LMX (Torka et al. 2010).
Emotionally intelligent employees respond to organizational challenges in a more
proactive way and are more committed, as their broad horizon facilitates them in
understanding the critical situations well (Cheng et al. 2012).

Affective commitment is linked to employee emotional bondingwith organizations.
The relationship between LMX and affective commitment is also mediated by partic-
ipation quality (Torka et al. 2010; Zhang and Morand 2014). LMX plays a key role
in facilitating employee performance by raising their level of affective commitment
(Graves and Luciano 2013).When employees perceive politics in an organization, they
can handle that effectively through high quality LMX and feel a sense of high con-
nectedness (Kimura 2013). Some 40% (4) of this group of articles supported previous
findings that high LMX leads to emotional attachment of employees with organiza-
tions.
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4.2 Behavioral outcomes

More than 36% (31) of papers supported a positive association between LMX and
performance, creativity and OCB.

4.2.1 Performance

Performance outcomes were discussed in 16 articles. Most 68% (11) of this group
of articles explained performance outcomes at the dyadic level (Herman et al. 2012).
More recent research examined LMX outcomes on groups. LMX differentiation is
especially coherent with the concept of group/team perceptions because group percep-
tions are shaped by the perceptions of all themembers and their individual relationships
with leaders, which may lead to conflict within teams (Tse 2014; Walumbwa et al.
2011; Yuan et al. 2016). Individual performance is positively related with high LMX.
However, in group/team performance both high and low LMX may lead to negative
employee performance (Casimir et al. 2014; Yuan et al. 2016). These performance
differences at individual and team level performance may be attributing to the role
of additional factors such as perceptions of competition among team employees, that
may hinder perform of some employees. High LMX of some team members may
increase insecurities among other team members leading to their poor performance.
Resourceful environment also facilitates employee performance since employees are
provided with better resources in high quality LMX resulting in better performance
(Breevaart et al. 2015; Stoffers et al. 2014). LMX is strengthened by employee trust
level and perceptions. Thus, employee perceptions also manipulate their performance
(Bai et al. 2012; Chen et al. 2012; Kim et al. 2016; Naidoo et al. 2011).

4.2.2 OCB

Some 13% (11) of the articles considered OCB as one of themost important outcomes.
When supervisors share resources and feedback employees feel valued and engage in
OCB (Chan andMak 2012). OCB strengthens employee bondingwith the organization
and reduces the intensity of deviant behavior (Sun et al. 2013). LMX also mediates
the relationship between justice and OCB, as organization’s environment based on
fair mechanisms, helps employees in maintaining high quality LMX. Contradicting
previous studies, the relationship between LMX and personality similarity was found
to be negative in one paper (Peng and Lin 2016). When leaders and followers have
different personality types, employees make a better connection with their leaders,
which engages leaders in OCB (Oren et al. 2012). Leader personality also impacted
on LMX. If leaders have qualities like empathy and humility, that can lead to positive
and high quality LMX (Newman et al. 2015). High quality LMX enhances the whistle
blowing behavior of employees over time (Bhal and Dadhich 2011). LMX mediates
the relationship between benevolent leadership and OCB (Chan and Mak 2012). If
employers manage the negative emotions of employees and help them in managing
their stress, that can lead to their job satisfaction and OCB through LMX (Fisk and
Friesen 2012; Little et al. 2016).
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4.2.3 Creativity

Creativity is considered as one of the most essential indicators of success in orga-
nizations and facilitates creative behavior through psychological empowerment (Gu
et al. 2015). Social Cognitive Theory explains the mechanism of the creative process
in individuals (Volmer et al. 2012). Creativity is influenced by LMX through task
motivation (Wang and Wang 2016; Zhao 2015). Creative behavior is dependent on
the way supervisors treat and facilitate employees (Agarwal et al. 2012). Supervisors
need to be careful as different LMX with some employees may lead to their poor per-
formance (Munoz-Doyague and Nieto 2012). Sometimes creativity and performance
may decline as a result of LMX differentiation due to conflicts between team mem-
bers (Liao et al. 2010). High LMX leads to creative performance when leaders are
benevolent (Agarwal et al. 2012; Lin et al. 2016a). High quality LMX leads to overall
improved behavior of employees and they start valuing change oriented behaviors (Lin
et al. 2016b). Creativity is triggered by high quality LMX due to the encouragement
and support of leaders (Huang et al. 2016; Zhao 2015).

4.3 Summary: LMX’s perceptual, attitudinal and behavioral outcomes

We have discussed seven perceptual, attitudinal and behavioral LMX outcomes. Some
13% (11) articles theoretically examined LMX but more than 80% (69) relied dom-
inantly on empirical investigations, which have led to a development of consistent
findings in LMX literature, rather than specifying new directions.

Studies signified an overall positive association between LMX outcomes of job
satisfaction, performance and OCB (Breevaart et al. 2015; Chen et al. 2014). Inter-
estingly, 2.3% i.e. two papers investigated LMX impact on perceptual outcomes of
employee trust and the results suggests focusing on some new dimensions (Xiaqi et al.
2012). Different types of leadership styles, including benevolent, despotic and ser-
vant, have also been studied in LMX (Lin et al. 2016a). Studies in these domains raise
suggestions regarding importance of some new areas as well.

Just a few 3.5% (3) articles also highlight the importance of leader perceptions.
Supervisors impact not only on the behavior of subordinates, but also on perceptions
as well as attitudes (Pan and Lin 2016). For example, literature suggests that leader’s
individual values and beliefs cannot be ignored since these play amajor role in deciding
an impact on leadership styles and their attitude towards employees (Fu et al. 2010).
High quality LMX does not depend solely on the efforts of leaders and followers.
Rather, contextual factors such as organizational climate and flexibility play a key role
in shaping their relationship (Shapiro et al. 2016). LMXcan be enhanced by improving
the physical atmosphere and creating a kind of environment where employees can
enjoy their tasks (Gkorezis et al. 2014; Zhang and Morand 2014).

A large majority, some 80% (68) of articles found a positive effect of LMX on
employee outcomeswhile 20% (17)were different and gave inconsistent results, which
suggests a dominant focus of researchers on positive outcomes of LMX and a weak
focus on the negative outcomes. Indeed, researchers have started to examine the neg-
ative consequences of LMX on employees. Literature suggests that despotic leaders
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are dictatorial in nature and try to control employees through an autocratic leadership
style; hence they are likely to negatively affect employee performance due to low
LMX (Naseer et al. 2016). Similarly, abusive supervision may lead to low confidence
of employees in high LMX and lead to the emotional exhaustion of employees (Xu
et al. 2015). Table 5 lists citations for all the seven outcomes of LMX in reverse
chronological order under each sub-heading.

Table 6 summarizes the results from our systematic review, along with the overall
support for findings in the literature. This table is useful for understanding the domi-
nance of literature towards the positive outcomes of LMX; hence it may be useful for
future researchers in exploring less examined areas.

4.4 Extensions of LMX

The review of the LMX articles indicated new avenues of research for future
researchers. These are an opportunity to develop new theories in future. This sec-
tion discusses some examples providing new directions for future research. In this
section suggestions regarding the theoretical contributions are illustrated, followed by
contextual research directions.

4.4.1 Team performance and TMX differentiation

First area for future research is identified as team-level outcomes i.e. TMX. A very
few 6% (5) articles suggested that LMX can be examined only at the dyadic level
(Markham et al. 2010). Yet, such investigations are not sufficient for understanding
group level scenarios (Joiner and Leveson 2015). Hence research at the group level
can provide a better understanding of LMX (Tu and Lu 2016). LMX differentiation
and team performance are positively related to each other. However, there may be
conflict between team members due to LMX differentiation (Naidoo et al. 2011).
Group focused leadership helps in resolving issues since leadersmaintain relationships
with groups rather than individuals (Herman et al. 2012). Results have supported the
importance of group focused leadership in enhancing employee performance (Wu et al.
2010). LMX may lead to poor employee performance when TMX is higher (Harris
et al. 2014). The relationship between LMX and team outcomes cannot be determined
without taking into account contextual details. Contextual variables such as culture,
personality traits and organizational structure may alter the impact of LMX on team
performance (Le Blanc and Gonzalez-Roma 2012). Hence, future studies may focus
on the concepts of TMX and TMX differentiation as studying LMX in isolation does
not provide valid results for team performance (Yuan et al. 2016). TMX differentiation
refers to the degree to which the relationship of members varies within a single group
(Little et al. 2016) and was studied in 6% (5) articles. Even in one team, all members
cannot maintain the same quality of relationship with each other due to personality
differences as well as upbringing (Liao et al. 2010). Furthermore, working in a single
team requires all the members to work together, as bonding and coordination among
team members positively impact their performance as well as that of other groups
(Le Blanc and Gonzalez-Roma 2012). TMX explains the strength of the relationship
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Table 5 Empirical trends within
LMX studies on outcomes

Sr. no. Relevant citations

Job satisfaction

1 Ho and Tekleab (2016)

2 Little et al. (2016)

3 Pan and Lin (2016)

4 Yuan et al. (2016)

5 Bang (2015)

6 Joiner and Leveson (2015)

7 Chen et al. (2014)

8 Hill et al. (2014)

9 Zhang and Morand (2014)

10 Graves and Luciano (2013)

11 Fisk and Friesen (2012)

12 Sluss and Thompson (2012)

13 Harris et al. (2011)

14 Jordan and Troth (2011)

Turnover intentions

1 Chen et al. (2016)

2 Ho and Tekleab (2016)

3 Chen et al. (2014)

4 Harris et al. (2014)

5 Harris et al. (2011)

6 Liu et al. (2013)

7 Agarwal et al. (2012)

8 Jordan and Troth (2011)

9 Kang et al. (2011)

10 Ballinger et al. (2010)

Organizational commitment

1 Ho and Tekleab (2016)

2 Chen et al. (2014)

3 Hill et al. (2014)

4 Le Blanc and Gonzalez-Roma (2012)

5 Cheng et al. (2012)

6 Kang et al. (2011)

Affective commitment

1 Zhang and Morand (2014)

2 Graves and Luciano (2013)

3 Kimura (2013)

4 Torka et al. (2010)
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Table 5 continued Sr. no. Relevant citations

Performance

1 Naseer et al. (2016)

2 Wang and Wang (2016)

3 Breevaart et al. (2015)

4 Joiner and Leveson (2015)

5 Zhang et al. (2015)

6 Casimir et al. (2014)

7 Haynie et al. (2014)

8 Hill et al. (2014)

9 Stoffers et al. (2014)

10 Tse and H. (2014)

11 Chan and Mak (2012)

12 Chen et al. (2012)

13 Herman et al. (2012)

14 Kuvaas et al. (2012)

15 Naidoo et al. (2011)

16 Walumbwa et al. (2011)

Organizational citizenship behavior

1 Little et al. (2016)

2 Naseer et al. (2016)

3 Peng and Lin (2016)

4 Newman et al. (2015)

5 Harris et al. (2014)

6 Sun et al. (2013)

7 Chan and Mak (2012)

8 Fisk and Friesen (2012)

9 Kuvaas et al. (2012)

10 Oren et al. (2012)

11 Anand et al. (2010)

Creativity

1 Huang et al. (2016)

2 Naseer er al. (2016)

3 Lin et al. (2016a)

4 Wang and Wang (2016)

5 Gu et al. (2015)

6 Zhao (2015)

7 Stoffers et al. (2014)

8 Agarwal et al. (2012)

9 Munoz-Doyague and Nieto (2012)

10 Volmer et al. (2012)

11 Liao et al. (2010)
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Table 6 Summary of results on high LMX- quality and outcomes, 2010–2016

Variable Number of studies Positive impact No
association/impact

Negative impact

Performance 16 14 1 1

Job satisfaction 14 12 1 1

Organization
citizenship
behavior

11 9 1 1

Creativity 11 8 1 2

Turnover intentions 10 8 2 0

Organization
commitment

6 5 0 1

Affective
commitment

4 3 1 0

Actual turnover 2 2 0 0

Employee
silence/voice
behavior

2 2 0 0

Emotional
exhaustion

2 2 0 0

Trust 2 2 0 0

Deviant behavior 2 2 0 0

Other out-
comes(perception
of career
satisfaction,
psychological
empowerment,
whistle blowing,
emotional
exhaustion,
normative
commitment)

16 12 3 1

Positive impact � number of studies that explains the positive impact of LMX on outcomes; no associa-
tion/impact � number of studies that explains no impact of LMX on outcomes; negative impact � number
of studies that explains the negative impact of LMX on outcomes

of team members working in one group. TMX has been linked and integrated team
performance and LMX (Tse and H. 2014).

4.4.2 Social LMX and economic LMX

The concepts of social and economic LMX have been introduced and investigated
in 4% (3) articles. Social LMX refers to the development of long term relationships
between leaders and followers and focuses on how well they emotionally and men-
tally understand and support each other (Walumbwa et al. 2011). On the other hand,
economic LMX refers to the short term and formal relationships between leaders
and followers as both confine them to work-related discussions only. Expectations of
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both parties are related to performance and not perceptions or attitude in economic
LMX. The main concern is goals accomplishment for leaders in economic exchanges
(Kuvaas et al. 2012). Research has given more weight to social LMX as compared
to economic LMX in determining employee performance as social LMX focuses on
emotions and thinking of employees along with work (Herman et al. 2012); hence
provides a comprehensive approach for understanding employees’ mindset.

4.4.3 I-deals

A few 6% (5) articles linked I-deals with LMX. I-deals refer to the consensus among
employers and employees regarding the work conditions that lead to benefits for
employees as well as employers (Luu and Rowley 2015; TrongLuu et al. 2016). They
are objective in nature and vary according to thewillingness of employees and employ-
ers. For example, employees may demand flexible working hours for giving their best
in projects (Rousseau 2005). Articles show that it is not possible for leaders tomaintain
the same quality of LMXwith each employee. Hence, I-deals can be used as a possible
substitute for LMX and solutions to this problem. The focus of I-deals is not just on
LMX quality. Rather, I-deals go beyond that in facilitating employees (Anand et al.
2010). The creation of I-deals is dependent on an organization’s culture, structure and
level of flexibility. I-deal creation depends on the quality of relationships with leaders
as well and how employers value their employees (Hornung et al. 2010). Future stud-
ies may integrate the concepts of LMX and I-deals for understanding how such deals
get influenced by LMX differentiation for various employees and how do such deals
impact on leader and follower performance over time.

4.4.4 Chinese context and Guanxi networks

An unexpected finding was the importance of China as a research context and its
generation of new concepts. More than 60% (50) articles concerned China, indicating
an interest in Chinese leadership due to a number of reasons. First, China’s growing
importance and economy. It seems interest will continue with the huge investments
in recent years in international projects, such as the ‘One Belt One Road’ initiative
(Ahmed et al. 2017). Initiation of these projects has led to the movement of Chinese
people to different countries as workers and expatriates. Second, Chinese employers
prefer working at higher management and leadership positions in other countries
(Zhang and Fan 2014); hence researchers are increasingly interested in understanding
the impact of Chinese employers in a cross-cultural cultural context. Finally, Chinese
culture, values, work practices and management and leadership style are considered
different, with preferences for working in their traditional ways even in cross-cultural
settings (Chuang et al. 2015). One such example is “Guanxi”, which manifests itself
in the form of increased emphasis on relationship building (Farh et al. 1998). Hence
articles were interested in understanding the impact of Chinese culture on leadership
in different contexts.

Most 70% (35) of the articles in this sub-group linked Guanxi with LMX. The
concept of Guanxi is based on Chinese values (Wang and Rowley 2016). Guanxi net-
works are based on informal relationships between supervisor and employees rather
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than formal relationships (Wei et al. 2010). Guanxi relationships are based on emo-
tional attachment between leaders and followers where both are engaged in informal
and frequent communication with each other (Kang et al. 2011). Supervisors do not
exercise their authority for getting work done by employees but rely on social bonds
for establishing relationships. Guanxi leads to employee performance since that rela-
tionship is based on trust, cooperation, resource sharing, understanding and helping
attitudes. Employers can maximize employee performance by forming Guanxi net-
works, especially in countries where collectivism is high and bonding is a significant
value, such as China (Ahmed et al. 2013). One of the studies suggests that Guanxi
provides a better understanding about employee perceptions compared to LMX, as
Guanxi helps in strengthening informal bonding between employer and employees
as well (Shih and Lin 2014). Thus, Guanxi networks are better than LMX for some
commentators (Zhang et al. 2015). Further studies may examine the specific impact of
Guanxi on employee behavioral, attitudinal and perceptual outcomes for deepening
our understanding regarding the relationship between these similar concepts.

4.5 Limitations of LMX research

This section provides an overview of the limitations in the literature on LMX based
on our review of the literature. First, as cross-sectional research cannot provide clear
and accurate pictures about causal relations researchers could have use longitudinal
research designs for determining causality in LMX (Le Blanc and Gonzalez-Roma
2012; Breevaart et al. 2015; Casimir et al. 2014; Kang et al. 2011; Markham et al.
2010; Peng and Lin 2016). Researchers could use experimental methods for a better
understanding of LMX outcomes (Hsiung 2012; Lebel 2016; Wang and Wang 2016).
Rather than relying solely on quantitative and qualitative techniques for data collec-
tion, future researchersmay examine the biological impact of high and low quality
LMX on employee perceptions through different experiments. For example, one arti-
cle did analyze the impact of LMX on stress through examining hair cortisol level of
employees (Diebig et al. 2016).

Second, behavioral outcomes are evident to some extent and they can be measured
accurately using different techniques, but a major purpose of our article was to cover
perceptual and attitudinal outcomes. Perceptions and attitudes may be linked with
numerous other factors, hence their measurement is a challenging task and it is not
possible to measure them objectively (Lin et al. 2016a; Zhao 2015). Most 65% (45:69)
of the quantitative articles gathered data from employees. Despite this focus of most
of these studies on self-reported data, almost all of them mentioned this weakness
and highlighted that self-reported results may have biasness and inaccuracies since
employees may provide inaccurate responses due to pressurized environments and to
conform with social pressures (Jordan and Troth 2011; Kimura 2013).

Third, the overall generalization and reliability of findings in the LMX literature
is one of the limitations given the amount the Chinese context was used (Chan and
Mak 2012; Gu et al. 2015; Lin et al. 2016a; Wu et al. 2013). Cultural values, attitudes
and behavior of people vary across culture (Rowley 1997; Rowley and Benson 2002).
For example, Guanxi culture may work in China but not in Western countries due
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to cultural differences. Power distance is also low in Western countries; hence it is
very important to not only conduct studies across cultures, but to compare overall
differences in mechanisms (Casimir et al. 2014; Fu et al. 2010; Peng and Lin 2016).
Future studies may focus on such comparisons to clarify the impact of contextual
differences.

Of course, the applicability of theory may not be same as in Western settings due
to the impact of different cultures at different levels of relationships, expectations and
emotions (Wei et al. 2010). For example, the Asia Pacific region relies on social ties
and interpersonal trust in relationships, while other basis of relationships varies in
other settings (Rowley et al. 2017). Hence, these theories may not provide support
for LMX research in other settings (Casimir et al. 2014). Future studies may integrate
LMX with other theories, such as Social Identity Theory or Social Exchange Theory
for unveiling the leader–follower relationship in a better way.

The vast majority of articles, 81% (69), were based on quantitative investigations
while 13% (11) were theoretical and 6% (5) based on qualitative methods. Of the
quantitative articles 85% (60) used regression analysis, hierarchical linear modeling
and structure equation modeling. Only 13% (9 out of the 69) of articles used path
analysis or other methods. One of the major patterns was the use of cross-sectional
design in more than 80% (59–61) of articles. Only 13% (9) of the 69 quantitative
articles relied on longitudinal design.

The measures of LMX used by more than 90% (63 out of 69) of articles were
predominantly the LMX-7 item scale by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) and the LMX-12
item scale. The remaining 10% (7) articles relied on other measures in their studies.

4.6 Implications

The use of multiple theories in the literature suggests that integration of multiple
theories in a single study may improve understanding regarding the quality of LMX
relationships (Creary et al. 2015). For instance, Resource Theory is suggested as
helpful for understanding the role of leader cognition and its impact on their stress level
(Morganson et al. 2016). Regarding the specific stress sources, future studies could
also examine the role of family issues and problems in impacting on the performance
of leaders and employees.

Our review also offers some implications for practice and managers. LMX high-
lights the individual relationship of each employeewith leaders. Thus, supervisorsmay
try to maintain some balance in terms of relationships with each subordinate and try to
remain neutral in their communications for developing strong ties with subordinates.

Employee perceptions cannot be monitored or measured exactly, but supervisor’s
frequent communication and positive interaction with employees may trigger posi-
tive perceptions about them. Thus, employers should take the initiative in terms of
communication with employees (Gkorezis et al. 2015; Kafetsios et al. 2014). Leaders
may fail to solve the problems of employees in groups because they focus so much on
individual relationships as well as perceptual barriers. Thus, leaders need to manage
groups in an objective way, which is helped by group focused leadership activities.
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Organizations should cultivate learning and collaborative environments for facili-
tating positive leadership styles and introduce programs that can improve relationships
between leaders and followers.

4.7 Future research questions

Based on our review of the literature specific suggestions are made in this section.
Researchers commonly investigate the same LMX outcomes. The review process
suggests that new outcomes could also be studied in the future; otherwise research will
revolve around the same things. Outcomes like humor or cynicism were investigated
in just two (2.3%) articles (Gkorezis et al. 2014; Torka et al. 2010). Such kinds of
articles need to be investigated in different contexts for understanding the outcomes of
LMX from novel perspectives. I-deals have been suggested as a substitute for LMX.
Research on I-deals could examine their possible consequences and how employee
performance can be improved with their help.

Researchers have already provided evidence that leaders have a different quality
of LMX with each follower, but future studies need to examine how employee per-
formance and behavior with high LMX is different compared to employees having
mediocre or weak relationships with leaders (Naidoo et al. 2011). Future studies need
to examine LMX consequences on leader perceptions and performance as well since
leaders are also greatly affected by their relationship with followers. Researchers
should focus on understanding the whole cognitive process that leads to changes in
emotions over time and how those emotions further lead to other positive and negative
outcomes for employees over time.

A positive relationship between fear and employee voice behavior was suggested
in one article included in the review process. Thus, further investigation can exam-
ine factors that lead to openness of employees with leaders in fearful environments
(Lebel 2016). Some 12% (10) of the articles determined just turnover intention from
LMX and not actual turnover. Only 2.3% (2) articles added both these variables
and found how LMX can link these two variables. Future research could combine
them in one model to explain the whole mechanism. Studies on the negative impacts
of high quality exchanges were in very few, just 1.1% (1) articles. Only one arti-
cle determined a negative impact of LMX on employee performance (Naseer et al.
2016).

LMX focuses on dyadic relationships while Social Networking Theory deals
with informal networks and relationships of employees. Employees can perform
better through strengthen their strong networking because that goes beyond LMX.
Hence, future research could examine their relationship and different outcomes
(Sparrowe and Liden 2005). Future studies may focus on integrating Resource The-
ory for deepening understanding regarding the impact of psychological resources
on employee performance and how leaders provide requisite resource to their
employees. Future studies may also use fairness theory for understanding the
impact of employee fairness perceptions on their overall relationship and out-
comes.
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5 Conclusion

Our review of research on LMX impacts on perceptual, attitudinal and behavioral out-
comes highlighted seven outcomes that were consistently investigated: Performance,
Job satisfaction, OCB, Turnover intention, Creativity, Organizational commitment and
Affective commitment. On one level our overall results are consistent with previous
findings since these seven outcomes were studied in the previous studies as well. How-
ever, on another level our study unveiled new insights in various dimensions as well.
For example, the concept of LMXhas been studied inmultiple newdimensions aswell,
such as Guanxi, social and economic LMX and TMX have also been investigated. An
unexpected finding was the widespread use of China as a research context. In some
ways, of course, this is a useful counter-balance to the more traditional US/Western
dominance of research contexts. Future researchers may focus on comparing LMX
outcomes in China andWestern contexts to help better understand their impact inmore
depth. Overall, research has produced knowledge that is novel in terms of perceptual
outcomes and cognitive processes. However, future researchers may rely on the use
of novel methods for more novelty in the results in the future.
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