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Abstract
Due to the strong focus on dyadic relationships in leader–member exchange (LMX) theory, it is vital to investigate the
predictors of the types of relationships that leaders and subordinates develop. This study explores the supervisor-level
antecedents of LMX. Drawing from conservation of resources theory, this study tests whether leaders’ psychological
flexibility moderates the relationship between leaders’ perceptions of work overload and LMX. A field study was con-
ducted among 186 subordinates and 93 leaders from a Norwegian public service organization. Multisource field data
demonstrated general support for the hypothesized relationships. The results of multilevel analyses showed a negative
relation between the perceptions of work overload of leaders with lower levels of psychological flexibility and their
subordinates’ perceptions of LMX. Thus, psychological flexibility seemed to mitigate the negative implications of leaders’
work overload. This study extends previous studies on managers’ perceptions of work overload by introducing an
important contingency of the relationship between managers’ perceptions of work overload and the quality of their
relationship with subordinates. As such, this study contributes to a more complete understanding of the factors that relate
to the development of high-quality LMX.
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For more than four decades, an increasing body of aca-

demic literature has accumulated on the leader–member

exchange (LMX) relationship. LMX theory, which started

as an alternative to the average leadership style (Graen and

Uhl-Bien, 1995), is based on the belief that leaders do not

treat all subordinates alike but develop high-quality social

exchange relationships with some subordinates and low-

quality economic exchange relationships with others.

Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), which is increasingly

applied as the theoretical foundation for the study of LMX,

hypothesizes that subordinates who experience a social

exchange relationship with their leaders feel an obligation

to reciprocate by way of productive behaviors at work

(Kuvaas et al., 2012). In accordance, several meta-

analytical reviews have demonstrated relatively strong

links between follower perceptions of LMX and important

follower outcomes (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Gerstner and

Day, 1997; Ilies et al., 2007; Rockstuhl et al., 2012).

There is also a burgeoning branch of research on the

predictors of the different types of relationships that leaders

and subordinates develop (cf. Dulebohn et al., 2012; Matta

et al., 2015; McCarthy et al., 2019; Nahrgang and Seo,

2016). Job stressors are especially relevant in this regard

as they are significant features of the work situation that,

given their severe consequences (cf. Fried et al., 2008;

Miraglia and Johns, 2016; Nohe et al., 2015), are likely

to influence the type of relationship that leaders and sub-

ordinates develop. Being particularly exposed to job stres-

sors such as work overload and excessive job demands

(McCarthy et al., 2019), most leaders report that work is

a primary source of stress in their lives (Campbell et al.,

2007; Harms et al., 2017). In addition to experiencing

higher demands, leaders have been found to experience

higher levels of conflict and a lower degree of social sup-

port from their peers than their subordinates (cf. Bass and

Bass, 2008; Skakon et al., 2011). Leaders’ experience of

work overload should, therefore, have important detrimen-

tal effects on their subordinates, as it has previously been

associated with destructive leadership behaviors
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(e.g. Collins and Jackson, 2015; Eissa and Lester, 2017;

Lam et al., 2017) and with employee stress via emotional

contagion (Johnson, 2008; Sy and Choi, 2013; Tee, 2015).

Thus, the influence of leaders’ perceptions of work over-

load on LMX relationships is indeed an interesting avenue

of research (Sonnentag and Pundt, 2016). However, there is

a relative paucity in studies that have examined the influ-

ence of leader work overload on LMX quality. Some

exceptions do exist, but these studies show somewhat con-

tradictory results. For example, Kinicki and Vecchio

(1994) found that leaders’ time-based stress positively

influences LMX relationships, whereas Green et al.

(1996) found that leaders’ workload negatively influences

LMX relationships. In yet another study by Kuvaas and

Buch (2016), leader role ambiguity was found to be nega-

tively related to high-quality LMX relationships. Such con-

tradictory results about the implication of leaders’ job

stressors on LMX suggest the presence of unexamined

moderating influences.

Accordingly, this study aims to contribute to the LMX

theory by investigating whether leader perceptions of work

overload are related to follower LMX and whether a psy-

chological contingency applies to this relationship. Accord-

ing to the conservation of resources theory (COR),

although resource depletion may cause leaders to invest

less in their relationships with subordinates, individual dif-

ferences may play an important role in shaping leaders’

responses to resource shortages (Halbesleben et al.,

2014). In the present study, it is suggested that individual

factors such as resource-building traits may be of particular

relevance. Although resource-building traits have been

widely studied as moderators in the broader stress litera-

ture, they are relatively unexplored in the leadership con-

text (Harms et al., 2017). A psychological resource that

should be especially important in this regard is leaders’

psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility is peo-

ple’s ability to focus on their current situation and to take

action towards their goals and values, even if they simul-

taneously experience difficult or unwanted psychological

events (Bond et al., 2008). As such, psychological flexibility

is a resource-building trait that has been viewed as a vital

aspect of psychological health (Kashdan and Rottenberg,

2010). Because psychological flexibility equips leaders with

resources that enable them to master stressful events, it may

buffer the negative influences of leader perceptions of work

overload on the LMX relationship.

The theoretical point of view and empirical findings

presented in this study are thus important for the LMX

literature, as this study aims to further our knowledge on

leaders’ experience of work overload and the resulting

influence on LMX relationships. In doing so, this study

responds to the calls to enrich our knowledge of the role

of resource-building traits in preventing potential harmful

effects of stress resulting from work overload in leadership

contexts (Harms et al., 2017). Additionally, by applying

multilevel techniques, this study responds to the calls to

capture group effects and how they influence individual

relationships (cf. Dulebohn et al., 2012).

Furthermore, investigating situational factors perceived

by the leader and how these, in turn, influence the quality of

LMX is important (Bauer and Erdogan, 2016) since previ-

ous research has shown that leader and employee ratings of

LMX have little overlap (Liden et al., 2016). Thus, this

study aims to contribute to the LMX literature by investi-

gating how the interaction between leader perceptions of

situational variables and an individual resource-building

trait may influence the relationship with their subordinates.

Theory and hypotheses

Conceptual framework

In what follows, based on LMX theory and COR theory, it

is argued that leader perceptions of work overload are asso-

ciated with the quality of the social exchange relationship

between the leader and the follower and that leader psy-

chological flexibility acts as a personal resource buffering

this association.

LMX theory relies heavily on social exchange theory

(Blau, 1964) in explaining its mechanisms. The concept

of social behavior as a form of exchange was first intro-

duced by Homans (1958) and was subsequently enriched

by Blau (1964). The basic assumption is that individuals

establish social relationships because such relationships are

expected to be rewarding and that individuals sustain those

relationships because they experience them as being

rewarding (Blau, 1994). Trusting, loyal, and mutually com-

mitted social exchange relationships should evolve over

time, with exchange partners trusting each other to even-

tually reciprocate the benefits received (Coyle-Shapiro

and Shore, 2007). For them to do so, however, the

exchange partners must abide by the ‘‘rules of exchange’’

(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). One such rule, or under-

lying exchange mechanism, is the norm of reciprocity

(Gouldner, 1960), which has heavily influenced social

exchange theory and, subsequently, LMX theory. In line

with this norm, research into LMX has generally shown that

subordinates respond to receiving favorable treatment from

their leader by enhancing their attitudes and improving their

behavior towards both their leader and their employing orga-

nization (cf. Dulebohn et al., 2012; Gerstner and Day, 1997;

Ilies et al., 2007).

Leader work overload and LMX

Job demands are defined as characteristics of the work

environment (e.g. workload demands, task requirements,

and time pressure; Karasek and Theorell, 1990) and can

generally be understood as the lack or potential loss of

resources with which to successfully deal with the environ-

ment (Hobfoll, 2001; Luchman and González-Morales,

2013). Because leaders typically experience an excessive

amount of job demands (Brett and Stroh, 2003), they are at

risk when allocating the necessary resources to build high-

quality relationships with their subordinates. In this respect,

leaders’ perceptions of work overload are indicative of a

high job demand-low control situation, because work over-

load is experienced when one has been assigned too many
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job demands and is not allotted enough time to meet them

by the organization (Bliese and Castro, 2000; Coverman,

1989; Laurence et al., 2016).

High-quality LMX relationships require the leader to

invest substantial resources in time, energy, and attention

(Shore et al., 2018). Thus, being occupied with mastering

their work overload may impair the leader’s potential for

investing in these resources. This corresponds with the

COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), which suggests that people

strive to obtain, retain, protect, and foster the things that

they value. When faced with threats of resource loss, individ-

uals typically protect themselves from further resource

expenditure by defending their remaining resources (Hobfoll,

2001). Because resources are seen as vital elements in coping

with stress, individuals who face threats of or the actual loss of

resources also tend to experience resource loss cycles that

increase in strength and speed (Hobfoll, 2002). Thus, the time

and effort leaders use in dealing with work overload may

drain them of their resources and, in turn, lead them to pro-

tecting themselves from further resource deprivation. There-

fore, overworked leaders may be less likely to use their

remaining resources to invest in creating and maintaining

LMX relationships.

In support of these arguments, both Green et al. (1996)

and Kuvaas and Buch (2016) obtained support for the link-

age between leader perceptions of work overload and role

ambiguity and impaired quality of LMX relationships.

Similar results were also found by Salovey and Geen

(1992), who linked leader stress with being more self-

focused and neglectful of others. On the other hand, Kinicki

and Vecchio (1994) found that time-based stress was posi-

tively associated with increased LMX quality and lower

LMX differentiation. Nevertheless, in the current study, it

is argued that work overload should drain resources from

the leader because COR theory predicts that due to the

threat of and actual resource loss, an overworked leader

may not encompass the resources necessary to maintain

and develop high-quality LMX relationships. Furthermore,

resource depletion induced by work overload should reduce

the ability of a leader to reciprocate by investing resources

in positive relationships with their subordinates. Accord-

ingly, the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1: There is a negative relationship between leaders’

perceived work overload and subordinates’ perceptions of

LMX.

The moderating role of leader psychological flexibility

Work overload is probably not equally detrimental to all

leaders in terms of reducing their ability to develop and

maintain social exchange relationships with their subordi-

nates (Sonnentag and Pundt, 2016). In the current study, it

is argued that the direct association between leaders’ work

overload and subordinates’ perceptions of LMX will be

moderated by leaders’ psychological flexibility. Psycholo-

gical flexibility is an individual characteristic involving the

ability to focus on the current situation and act according to

personal goals and values, regardless of any joint experi-

ence of difficult or unwanted psychological events (Bond

and Flaxman, 2006; Bond et al., 2008, 2013). The concept

of psychological flexibility has its roots in the empirically

based theory of psychopathology—acceptance and com-

mitment therapy (ACT; Hayes, 1987; Hayes et al.,

1999)—and involves two main processes that are deeply

bound: acceptance and commitment. Acceptance involves

individuals being open to the experience of thoughts and

emotions, even negative ones, but not letting them deter-

mine one’s actions (Bond et al., 2003). Commitment

involves adapting one’s behavior so that the likelihood of

meeting goals is increased without the interference of neg-

ative thoughts and emotions (Hayes et al., 2006). Psycho-

logically flexible people are thus able to focus on their

current situation, make use of the opportunities offered

by it, and then act according to their goals and values,

regardless of difficult or unwanted psychological events

(e.g. feelings of stress resulting from high job demands;

Bond et al., 2008). As such, psychological flexibility is a

resource-building trait that has been viewed as a vital

aspect of psychological health (Kashdan and Rottenberg,

2010).

When people do not engage in ineffective efforts to

control their internal experiences, they may be better at

responding effectively to the situation because they are

better able to focus on what is happening in the moment

(Lloyd et al., 2013). This requires the individual to be

willing to experience thoughts, feelings, and even physio-

logical sensations without succumbing to the need to con-

trol them or let them determine one’s actions (Bond et al.,

2003). Letting go of ineffective efforts to control one’s

internal experiences involves taking a nonjudgmental per-

spective when observing one’s thoughts and feelings, a

perspective that has commonly been described as being

mindful (Bond et al., 2013; Brown and Ryan, 2003;

Kabat-Zinn, 1990). When people are less focused on their

internal experiences, they are better able to engage with

their immediate environments, which will, in turn, improve

both their health and goal-focused behavior (cf. Lloyd

et al., 2013).

The importance of psychological flexibility has also

been well-documented in work settings, as both longitudi-

nal and correlational research has previously supported the

relationships between psychological flexibility and impor-

tant workplace behaviors, such as learning ability and job

performance (cf. Bond and Flaxman, 2006; Bond et al.,

2003, 2013; Donaldson-Feilder and Bond, 2004).

Many psychological events trigger our inclination to

control our thoughts so that we alter, suppress, or even

avoid difficult psychological events (Lloyd et al., 2013).

For example, when leaders experience an excessive work-

load, it would not be unusual if they tried to engage thought

patterns to evaluate, regulate, and avoid the negative emo-

tions that are triggered by such a work overload (Hayes

et al., 2006). However, such thought patterns will, over

time, require substantial effort (Lloyd et al., 2013), which

eventually should drain the leaders’ resources that could

otherwise have been directed to other parts of their
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environments, such as being present in developing and

maintaining high-quality LMX relationships. In turn, an

overworked leader runs the risk of ignoring important situa-

tional cues and failing to respond effectively to the needs of

their subordinates, which are vital parts of developing and

maintaining high-quality relationships (cf. Dutton and

Ragins, 2009; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005).

Furthermore, if a leader is primarily focused on dealing

with stressful internal events, that leader may not even be

able to acknowledge initiatives from their subordinates to

develop high-quality LMX relationships (cf. Buch, 2015;

Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Additionally, when a per-

son tries to avoid or control their internal experiences, these

experiences tend to gain increased importance. This out-

come will narrow the person’s possible actions because

many forms of actions will trigger person’s internal experi-

ences (Hayes et al., 2006). Thus, with lower levels of psy-

chological flexibility, a leader may not be able to see

potential opportunities for dealing with high job demands

and may instead blame their subsequent actions on the

negative emotions elicited from the experience of their

work overload. For example, a leader may blame their

amount of work and stress when declining to spend time

with subordinates.

With higher levels of psychological flexibility, on the

other hand, leaders are less distracted and less controlled by

their internal experiences. Being mindfully attentive to the

current situation allows the leader to invest the resources

necessary to maintain and develop high-quality LMX rela-

tionships with their subordinates and to be attentive to cues

from subordinates to invest in the relationship. For exam-

ple, instead of using cognitive resources to control and

regulate psychological events, these resources may be

invested in discovering opportunities for acting in a current

situation so that a high-quality relationship is likely to

develop (cf. Bond et al., 2013). Furthermore, because psy-

chologically flexible people have more energy with which

to deal with work demands, they do not spend their

resources on actively regulating their emotional reactions

(Biron and van Veldhoven, 2012). Additionally, accep-

tance (as a vital part of psychological flexibility) may lead

their subordinates to interpret work demands differently

(a nonjudgmental and an open interpretation of work

demands as a normal part of the workday). This should also

be relevant for leaders who experience work overload. The

interpretation of work demands as a normal part of the

leadership role and an open and nonjudgmental acceptance

of the stress that is elicited from work demands may help

the leader fight the negative emotions and stress that are

elicited from work overload and keep them from influen-

cing the relationship with that leader’s subordinates.

In fact, when operating in high-demand environments,

experiencing high levels of resources should lead to opti-

mal functioning and the reinvestment of resources

(e.g. energy and time) into work environment stress (Alar-

con, 2011). In tentative support of these arguments, empiri-

cal research has established the importance of

psychological flexibility as an individual resource in buf-

fering the relationships between work overload and

emotional exhaustion (Biron and van Veldhoven, 2012).

Accordingly, psychological flexibility should moderate the

proposed negative relationship between leaders’ work

overload and their subordinates’ perceptions of LMX:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between leaders’ perceived

work overload and subordinates’ perceptions of LMX is mod-

erated by leader psychological flexibility: The higher the psy-

chological flexibility of the leader, the less negative the

relationship.

Methods

Participants and procedure

Our sample consisted of 240 leaders and 602 subordinates

from several kindergartens in Norway during the spring of

2017. Leaders in Norwegian kindergartens operate in a

context that is rapidly changing and are faced with a sub-

stantial increase in work demands (Børhaug and Lotsberg,

2010). Thus, leaders in Norwegian kindergartens should

serve as an appropriate sample for the purpose of the study.

The top management individuals for kindergartens in a

large Norwegian municipality were contacted to gain

access and approval to contact the leaders of kindergartens

in this municipality. A total of 33 kindergartens wished to

participate in the survey. One survey was distributed to the

subordinates and one survey to the leaders. All surveys

were administered with an online tool developed by the

University of Oslo (Nettskjema).

We received complete responses from 127 leaders

(a 53% response rate) and 240 subordinates (a 40%
response rate). The respondents filled out which kindergar-

ten and which department in the kindergarten they were

working in (all of the kindergartens consisted of different

departments that were constituted depending on the chil-

dren’s age). Each kindergarten and department were pre-

coded with a unique number. As each department in the

kindergartens had only one leader, this number was used to

match the leader and follower responses. The samples were

confined to leaders and subordinates who could be matched

dyadically, arriving at a final sample of 93 leaders (39% of

the initial sample) and their 186 subordinates (31% of the

initial sample). The participants were informed that the

survey had been approved by the Norwegian Centre for

Research Data and assured them of strict confidentiality.

The demographical distribution is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographics.

Leaders Followers

Percentage of women 95.2% 82.8%
Between 18 and 24 years of age 4.8% 1.6%
Between 25 and 39 years of age 59.1% 41.7%
Between 40 and 54 years of age 28% 47.1%
Between 55 and 65 years of age 8.1% 9.1%
More than 65 years of age 0% 0%
Dyad tenure (years) 4.11 years
Hours together (per week) 15 h
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Measures

All the items were scored on 7-point Likert response scales,

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)

unless otherwise noted.

Work overload. To measure leaders’ perceptions of work

overload, an instrument based on the role overload measure

used by Shirom et al. (1997) was employed. This measure

was further developed by Laurence et al. (2016) to expli-

citly capture work overload stemming from an organiza-

tion. As noted by Laurence et al. (2016: 6), these items

focus on the extent to which the leaders are ‘‘working too

hard or too fast on completing too many duties and respon-

sibilities in a work environment in which the availability of

time is limited’’. Sample items include ‘‘I am required by

my organization/supervisor to take on too much at work’’

and ‘‘I have to work too fast to complete all the work that is

required of me by my organization/supervisor.’’ The scale

reliability for the present study was 0.94 (Cronbach’s

alpha).

Leader psychological flexibility. For the measurement of leader

psychological flexibility, the work-related acceptance and

action questionnaire (Bond et al., 2013) was used, which

consists of seven items. Sample items include ‘‘I am able to

work effectively in spite of any personal worries that I

have’’ and ‘‘My thoughts and feelings do not get in the way

of my work.’’ The scale reliability for this study was 0.85.

Leader–member exchange. The most frequently utilized indi-

cators of social exchange relationships between leaders and

subordinates (e.g. LMX7) have been criticized for lacking

content validity because they were created before the LMX

literature became strongly associated with social exchange

theory (Bernerth et al., 2007; Colquitt et al., 2014). There-

fore, Colquitt et al. (2014) advocated the use of alternative

scales more connected to the beliefs and sentiments that

Blau (1964) used to describe social exchange relationships.

In their comparison of the relative content validity of scale

indicators of social exchange relationships, Colquitt et al.

(2014) found a supervisor-targeted version of Shore et al.’s

(2006) scale to exhibit a content-valid pattern. Accord-

ingly, for the measurement of LMX, this 8-item

supervisor-targeted version of Shore et al.’s (2006) social

exchange instrument was employed. This scale has also

been used to represent social LMX relationships by, for

instance, Kuvaas et al. (2012). Sample items include

‘‘My relationship with my immediate supervisor is based

on mutual trust’’ and ‘‘My immediate supervisor has made

a significant investment in me.’’ The scale reliability for

this measure was 0.83 for this study.

Control variables. Central to the pursuit of understanding the

relationships among the variables in the present research is

the ability to isolate the factors that explain LMX while

controlling for relevant variables that may extraneously

affect the hypothesized relationships. According to

Bernerth and Aguinis (2016: 230), the ‘‘Identification and

management of such extraneous (i.e. nonfocal) factors not

only represent good science but also are essential for ensur-

ing the generalizability that allows empirical research to

benefit individuals, organizations, and society as a whole.’’

Accordingly, in the analyses, possible sociodemographic

differences were controlled for, including age (measured

on an ordinal scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 represented

18–24 years old, 2 represented 25–39 years old, 3 repre-

sented 40–54 years old, 4 represented 55–65 years old, and

5 represented above 65 years old) and gender (0 ¼ women

and 1 ¼ men). Gender may, for instance, relate to different

levels of work–family conflict (Greenhaus and Parasuraman,

1999; Powell and Greenhaus, 2010), which may differen-

tially relate to the individual’s ability to develop high-

quality LMX relationships at work. Furthermore, age may

be associated with negative performance-related biases

(Finkelstein and Farrell, 2007), which, in turn, may hinder

the development of LMX, as leaders are likely to consider

performance as a crucial part of LMX (Schyns and Wolfram,

2008). Finally, the length of time the leader and follower

worked together (i.e. dyad tenure) as well as how much time

they spent together (hours per week) were controlled for,

because these variables could have implications for LMX

development.

Analyses

The first step of the analyses was to conduct a confirmatory

factor analysis (CFA) to examine whether the indicators

sufficiently represented their hypothesized constructs. To

accommodate the ordered categorical data, the weighted

least squares estimator was applied (e.g. Flora and Curran,

2004) using Mplus software (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-

2014). In addition, because of the hierarchical nature of the

current data (i.e. subordinates were nested under leaders),

CFA using cluster robust standard errors at the leader level

was employed. The analyses then tested the hypotheses

with the use of a two-level hierarchical linear model (with

grand mean centering) via the MIXED procedure in SPSS

(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, Version 25,

IBM, Corp., 2017). To further explore the nature of the

estimated, multilevel, hypothesized two-way interaction,

the procedure outlined by Preacher et al. (2006) was fol-

lowed using the online hierarchical linear model of two-

way interaction tool developed by the authors. Following

Aiken and West (1991), simple slopes one standard devia-

tion above and below the means of work overload and

leader psychological flexibility were plotted.

Results

A three-factor CFA model representing work overload,

leader psychological flexibility, and LMX achieved good

model fit (w2 [167]¼ 196.79, n.s.; root mean square error of

approximation ¼ 0.04; comparative fit index ¼ 0.98;

Tucker–Lewis index ¼ 0.98). The factor loadings ranged

from 0.86 to 0.96 for the work overload items, from 0.57 to

0.84 for the leader psychological flexibility items, and from

0.43 to 0.89 for the LMX items. Please see Table 2 for
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics, correlations, and scale reliabilities.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Leader’s gendera 0.05 0.22
2. Leader’s ageb 2.64 0.67 0.12
3. Follower’s gendera 0.17 0.38 0.03 �0.14
4. Follower’s ageb 2.39 0.71 0.12 0.35** �0.25**
5. Dyad tenure (years) 4.11 4.80 0.18* 0.45** �0.15* 0.39**
6. Hours together (per week) 14.91 13.25 0.04 �0.15* 0.10 �0.04 0.02
7. Work overload 2.40 0.90 �0.27** �0.02 �0.13 0.06 �0.13 �0.14 (0.94)
8. Psychological flexibility 3.67 0.52 �0.08 �0.03 �0.01 �0.05 �0.10 0.08 �0.22** (0.85)
9. LMX 3.75 0.61 �0.03 0.04 0.07 0.05 0.04 0.11 �0.11 0.20** (0.83)

Note: SD ¼ standard deviation; LMX ¼ leader–member exchange.
a0 ¼ women and 1 ¼ men.
b1 ¼ 18–24 years; 2 ¼ 25–39 years; 3 ¼ 40–54 years; 4 ¼ 55–65 years; and 5 ¼ above 65 years.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Table 3. Items and factor loadings for each of the latent factors in the estimated three-factor CFA.

Est. std.
l SE

Est. /
SE

Two-tailed p-
value

Psychological flexibility
Psychological flexibility item 1: I am able to work effectively in spite of any personal worries
that I have

0.58 0.085 6.77 0.000

Psychological flexibility item 2: I can admit to my mistakes at work and still be successful 0.63 0.093 6.71 0.000
Psychological flexibility item 3: I can still work very effectively, even if I am nervous about

something
0.64 0.072 8.93 0.000

Psychological flexibility item 4: Worries do not get in the way of my success 0.84 0.060 13.86 0.000
Psychological flexibility item 5: I can perform as required no matter how I feel 0.78 0.073 10.67 0.000
Psychological flexibility item 6: I can work effectively, even when I doubt myself 0.83 0.066 12.64 0.000
Psychological flexibility item 7: My thoughts and feelings do not get in the way of my work 0.78 0.061 12.77 0.000

Work overload
Work overload 1: I am required by my organization/supervisor to take on too much

at work
0.94 0.022 44.67 0.000

Work overload 2: I am required by my organization/supervisor to take on too many
responsibilities at work

0.93 0.026 36.15 0.000

Work overload 3: I am required by my organization/supervisor to be involved in too many
initiatives at work

0.96 0.023 42.07 0.000

Work overload 4: I am being pushed to work too hard by my organization/supervisor 0.86 0.043 19.81 0.000
Work overload 5: I have to work too fast to complete all the work that is required of me

by my organization/supervisor
0.89 0.039 23.07 0.000

LMX
LMX 1: I don’t mind working hard today—I know I will eventually be rewarded by my store

manager
0.73 0.064 11.31 0.000

LMX 2: I worry that all my efforts on behalf of my store manager will never be rewarded
(reverse scored)

0.63 0.047 13.55 0.000

LMX 3: My relationship with my store manager is about mutual sacrifice, sometimes I give
more than I receive and sometimes I receive more than I give

0.51 0.070 7.32 0.000

LMX 4: Even though I may not always receive the recognition from my store manager
I deserve, I know that he or she will take good care of me in the future

0.43 0.059 7.35 0.000

LMX 5: My relationship with my store manager is based on mutual trust 0.89 0.038 23.32 0.000
LMX 6: My store manager has made a significant investment in me 0.58 0.065 8.54 0.000
LMX 7: I try to look out for the best interest of my store manager because I can rely

on my store manager to take care of me
0.88 0.038 23.13 0.000

LMX 8: The things I do on the job today will benefit my standing with my store manager
in the long run

0.63 0.053 11.87 0.000

Note: Fit indices for the CFA specifying three distinct latent factors representing work overload, leader psychological flexibility, and LMX, achieved good
model fit (w2 [167] ¼ 196.79, n.s.; RMSEA ¼ 0.04; CFI ¼ 0.98; TLI ¼ 0.98): w2 [167] ¼ 196.79, n.s.; RMSEA ¼ 0.04; CFI ¼ 0.98; TLI ¼ 0.98;
LMX ¼ leader–member exchange; CFA ¼ confirmatory factor analysis; SE ¼ standard error; RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation;
CFI: comparative fit index; TLI: Tucker–Lewis index.
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descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among the study

variables and Table 3 for survey items and CFA results.

The results of the multilevel analyses are reported in

Table 4. Contrary to the first hypothesis, a statistically

significant negative relationship between leader percep-

tions of work overload and follower perceptions of LMX

(g ¼ �0.06, n.s.) was not observed when controlling for

gender, age, dyad tenure, and number of hours spent

together (see Table 4, Step 1). Accordingly, Hypothesis 1

was not supported. The hypothesized direct relationship is,

however, qualified by the statistically significant interac-

tion term (g ¼ 0.30, p < 0.01), which suggests that the

relationship between leader perceptions of work overload

and follower perceptions of LMX is moderated by leader

psychological flexibility.

Figure 1 demonstrates the nature of the moderated rela-

tionship. For leaders with low psychological flexibility,

work overload was significantly and negatively related to

follower perceptions of LMX (glow ¼ �0.19, p < 0.05).

However, for leaders with high psychological flexibility,

the relationship between work overload and LMX was not

statistically significant (ghigh¼ 0.12, n.s.). Accordingly, the

present study supported Hypothesis 2.

Discussion

The current study explored leaders’ perceptions of work

overload as an antecedent of the quality of LMX relation-

ships and whether leaders’ level of psychological flexibility

buffers this association. Thus, the purpose of this study was

to contribute to a more complete understanding of factors

that relate to the development of high-quality LMX.

Although the results of the present study did not indicate

a direct link between leader perceptions of work overload

and follower LMX, the proposed direct relationship was

qualified by an interaction. Specifically, the direct relation-

ship between work overload and LMX was moderated by

psychological flexibility, suggesting that, although work

overload is detrimental to leaders’ abilities to develop and

maintain high-quality social exchange relationships with

their subordinates, it is less detrimental to those with higher

levels of psychological flexibility. Rather, for leaders with

higher levels of psychological flexibility, work overload

was not linked to follower perceptions of LMX. These

findings should have several important contributions to the

extant literature, which are discussed in the following.

Implications for theory

The observed negative relationship between work overload

and LMX only for leaders with lower psychological flexi-

bility suggests that leaders who are more psychologically

flexible are less prone to the negative effects of having too

many work demands and too little time to meet them. These

findings, therefore, imply that leaders with higher levels of

psychological flexibility are better equipped to engage in

Table 4. Multilevel analyses using SPSS mixed.

LMX

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Est. t p Est. t p Est. t p

Intercept 3.72 60.46 0.000 3.71 61.87 0.000 3.75 63.96 0.000
Leader’s gendera �0.26 �0.08 0.282 �0.22 �0.92 0.359 �0.27 �1.19 0.235
Leader’s ageb 0.04 0.41 0.680 0.04 0.47 0.340 0.01 0.13 0.901
Follower’s gendera 0.13 1.15 0.251 0.15 1.26 0.209 0.16 1.43 0.153
Follower’s ageb 0.05 0.67 0.505 0.05 0.69 0.488 0.07 1.07 0.285
Dyad tenure (years) 0.00 0.28 0.779 0.00 0.42 0.673 0.00 0.19 0.853
Hours together (per week) 0.01 1.45 0.150 0.01 1.38 0.172 0.01 1.39 0.168
Work overload �0.06 �0.94 0.348 �0.03 �0.48 0.631 �0.03 �0.50 0.602
Psychological flexibility 0.19 1.90 0.061 0.15 0.13 0.13
Work overload � psychological flexibility 0.30 2.92 0.005
L1 residual variance 0.23 0.24 0.24
L2 residual variance 0.12 0.10 0.08
Deviance (w2) 318.25 314.77 306.66
Pseudo R2 0.05 0.08 0.15

Note: n ¼ 93 (level 2), n ¼ 186 (level 1). LMX ¼ leader–member exchange. Unstandardized coefficients are shown; The Pseudo R2 are estimated on the
basis of the formulas provided by Snijders and Bosker (1999).
a0 ¼ women and 1 ¼ men.
b1 ¼ 18–24 years; 2 ¼ 25–39 years; 3 ¼ 40–54 years; 4 ¼ 55–65 years; and 5 ¼ above 65 years.

Figure 1. The moderating role of leader psychological flexibility
on the relationship between work overload and leader-member
exchange.
WO ¼Work overload.
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long-term mutually committed social exchange relation-

ships with their subordinates, independent of their level

of perceived work overload. This result implies that psy-

chological flexibility serves as a buffer or a boundary con-

dition for the negative impact of work overload.

This is an important observation, as many dyads do not

advance much beyond low-quality LMX (e.g. Buch et al.,

2016). Hence, identifying factors that contribute to the

development of high-quality LMX relationships in organi-

zations is essential. As such, this finding should contribute

to the LMX theory by unveiling how and when leader

perceptions of situational determinants influence the qual-

ity of LMX relationships. This finding also helps clarify the

confusion regarding whether work overload serves as a

positive or negative antecedent of high-quality LMX rela-

tionships (cf. Green et al., 1996; Kinicki and Vecchio,

1994) by addressing a boundary condition for these

associations.

The findings of this study align well with those from

previous research, which have indicated that psychological

flexibility is an individual resource in buffering the rela-

tionship between work overload and severe work-related

outcomes (Biron and van Veldhoven, 2012). Psychologi-

cally flexible leaders probably have more energy with

which to deal with work demands, as they do not spend

their resources on regulating their emotional reactions. This

is in line with the assumptions of both COR theory and

social exchange theory. COR theory posits that experien-

cing high resource levels should lead to positive human

functioning and the reinvestment of resources (e.g. energy

and time) into the work environment stress (cf. Alarcon,

2011; Hobfoll, 2002). In fact, individual resources have

typically been thought of as health-promoting resources

in that they contribute to positive health, even in high-

demand work situations (cf. Demerouti et al., 2001).

Furthermore, in line with social exchange theory and

related findings, resources can be received from one rela-

tionship and, in turn, be offered to other relationships

(Erdogan et al., 2007; Molm et al., 2001). The findings of

this study indicate that the stressors experienced in one

relationship (i.e. work overload) can be transferred to other

relationships by leaders who are less psychologically flex-

ible. Thus, these findings may also imply that leaders with

lower levels of psychological flexibility are deprived of

resources from their work environment (i.e. experiencing

work overload) and, in turn, have less resources to invest in

their relationships with their subordinates. Leaders who

have lower levels of psychological flexibility and who also

experience work overload are less able to protect their sub-

ordinates from their experiences of stress derived from

work overload. In this case, the leader lacks a vital internal

resource that would aid them in acting according to goals or

values, and as a result, it is more likely that the leader will

not be able to protect their relationships with their subor-

dinates from the strain related to the leader’s role.

The findings of this study are thus consistent with the

premise of the ACT model of effectiveness (Hayes et al.,

2006), in which psychological flexibility allows people to

let go of ineffective ways of dealing with unwanted

thoughts and feelings. For example, in this study, such

thoughts and feelings center on the negative stress resulting

from work overload. Psychologically flexible leaders who

experience work overload are able to stay in contact with

the present moment, regardless of other pressing demands.

They are better able to accept negative internal experiences

so that they can still act according to held values and goals

(e.g. high-quality LMX relationships).

Psychological flexibility is also a characteristic that

allows the leader to mobilize the resources necessary to

ensure that the employee is not affected by the leader’s

experience of work overload. This interpretation agrees

with the assumptions that psychological flexibility facili-

tates actions that are consistent with the leader’s values and

goals (Bond et al., 2013).

Implications for practice

Because LMX may be hard to develop due to the limited

time and resources of both subordinates and leaders (see

also Bauer and Erdogan, 2016) as well as personality dif-

ferences, style differences, and so forth (Breland et al.,

2007; Uhl-Bien, 2003), it may be argued that organizations

can draw upon the findings of the present study and tailor

their selection practices towards more psychologically

flexible leaders. More specifically, the results of this study

suggest that psychological flexibility can reduce some of

the side effects of leaders’ perceived perceptions of work

overload, that is, a seemingly lower ability to develop high-

quality LMX. This, however, would represent the psycho-

logization of a work-related social problem. That is, when

placing the responsibility of mastering a highly problematic

work situation (i.e. high degree of work overload) on the

individual, the organization may fail to fulfill its obliga-

tions to ensure the health and well-being of their

subordinates.

The findings of this study show that leaders’ perceptions

of work overload may damage the quality of the social

exchange relationship that leaders have with their subordi-

nates and may thus represent a serious challenge for practi-

cing positive leadership behaviors. Therefore, a primary

concern for organizations would be to (re)consider the

workload they place on their leaders, given the negative

consequences of leaders not engaging in positive leadership

behaviors (cf. Harms et al., 2017; Lam et al., 2017). This

implies reducing the time pressure and number of tasks that

organizations place on their leaders, including reducing the

requirements for how hard and fast the leaders must work

in a limited timeframe (e.g. Karasek, 1979; Shirom et al.,

1997). Another practical implication of the findings of this

study concerns the content of leadership development. As

discussed by Harms et al. (2017), leadership development

programs could benefit from a stronger focus on addressing

the stress factor of leadership. This is especially important

because stress-related variables influence leadership beha-

vior perceptions in a negative way, which, in turn, has

severe effects on subordinates. Of particular interest rele-

vant to the present findings is that psychological flexibility

can be trained through ACT and can thus improve mental
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health and stress management (c.f. Hayes et al., 2006).

Thus, it could be helpful for organizations to increase their

leaders’ flexibility through leadership development pro-

grams to ensure that the stress experienced in leadership

roles does not negatively affect employee well-being. Such

training programs would align well with previous research

that has indicated that psychological flexibility mediates

the relationship between ACT stress management interven-

tion (e.g. Bond and Hayes, 2002) and health and innovation

(Bond et al., 2000). Similar results were also found by

Hayes et al. (2004).

Limitations and future research

Although this study involves potentially important theore-

tical and practical contributions, the present results need to

be interpreted in light of its potential limitations. First, the

present results cannot infer causal relationships between

the variables or rule out reverse causality because of the

cross-sectional nature of the data. For those purposes,

future experimental studies are necessary (Shadish et al.,

2001).

Second, this study assesses only the subordinates’ and not

the leaders’ perceptions of LMX. Nevertheless, the recom-

mendations for the one-time measurement of LMX and the

measuring of LMX from the perspective of the subordinates

due to the increased likelihood of leaders answering in a

socially desirable way was followed (i.e. treating all sub-

ordinates the same way (Graen and Scandura, 1987;

Howell and Hall-Merenda, 1999)). Additionally, measur-

ing leader workload and follower LMX from different

sources can be considered a strength of the present study

since it reduces the potential common method bias

(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Nevertheless, because leaders’

and subordinates’ perceptions of the relationship have

frequently been found to differ (e.g. Sin et al., 2009),

future research should measure both leaders’ and sub-

ordinates’ perceptions of LMX.

Similarly, strength of this investigation is the inclusion

of measures from different sources. The inclusion of the

predictor measure (i.e. leaders’ work overload) from one

person and the criterion measure (i.e. subordinates’ percep-

tions of LMX) from another is a highly recommended way

of controlling for method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Nevertheless, future research should ideally measure lead-

ers’ perceptions of work overload and follower LMX inde-

pendently and include a temporal gap between their

measurements.

Finally, due to the nature of the sample used in this

study, the generalizability may be constrained, as the sam-

ple mainly consists of female workers employed in a public

service sector in Norway. Accordingly, the generalizability

of the present findings across countries, culture, sectors,

and gender is not yet clear. Nevertheless, Dulebohn et al.

(2012) did not find that either country or work setting pro-

duced any meaningful influences on the relationships in

their recent meta-analysis on the antecedents and outcomes

of LMX.

Beyond improving the research design and conducting

similar studies across other cultures, countries, and occu-

pations, it would be interesting for future research to inves-

tigate employee-based factors that may influence the

relationships explored in the present study. For example,

previous research has found that the individual character-

istics of the employee influence the relationship between

the leader and the employee (cf. Dulebohn et al., 2012).

Thus, the psychological flexibility of the employee may

play a role in the subordinates’ experience of LMX when

the leader is experiencing work overload.

Conclusions

A significant amount of research exists that demonstrates

the links between follower perceptions of LMX and impor-

tant follower outcomes (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Gerstner

and Day, 1997; Ilies et al., 2007; Rockstuhl et al., 2012).

Although much can be learned from this literature, much

less is known of the predictors of the different types of

relationships that leaders and subordinates develop

(Nahrgang and Seo, 2016).

The present research contributes in this regard by

demonstrating that situational characteristics are of impor-

tance for leaders with lower psychological flexibility

regarding the management and development of high-

quality relationships with their subordinates. In short,

developing high-quality social exchange relationships

between leaders and subordinates is a highly complex mat-

ter that is influenced by factors that may be difficult to

control. Therefore, the development of personal resources

is of vital importance for leaders to buffer the potential

negative impact of their heavy workload on their relation-

ships with their subordinates (Snijders and Bosker, 1999).
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Harms PD, Credé M, Tynan M, et al. (2017) Leadership and

stress: a meta-analytic review. The Leadership Quarterly 28:

178–194.

Hayes SC (1987) A contextual approach to therapeutic change. In:

Jacobson N (Ed.) Psychotherapists in clinical practice. New

York: Guilford Press.

Hayes SC, Strosahl K and Wilson KG (1999) Acceptance and

commitment therapy: An experiential approach to behavior

change. New York: Guilford Press.

Hayes SC, Bissett R, Roget N, et al. (2004) The impact of accep-

tance and commitment training and multicultural training on

the stigmatizing attitudes and professional burnout of sub-

stance abuse counselors. Behavior Therapy 35: 821–835.

Hayes SC, Luoma JB, Bond FW, et al. (2006) Acceptance and

commitment therapy: model, processes and outcomes. Beha-

viour Research and Therapy 44: 1–25.

Hobfoll SE (1989) Conservation of resources. A new attempt at

conceptualizing stress. American Psychologist 44: 513–524.

Hobfoll SE (2001) The influence of culture, community, and the

nested-self in the stress process: advancing conservation of

resources theory. Applied Psychology: An International

Review 50: 337.

Hobfoll SE (2002) Social and psychological resources and adap-

tation. Review of General Psychology 6: 307–324.

Homans GC (1958) Social-behavior as exchange. American

Journal of Sociology 63: 597–606.

Howell J and Hall-Merenda K (1999) The ties that bind: the

impact of leader-member exchange, transformational and

transactional leadership, and distance on predicting follower

performance. Journal of Applied Psychology 84: 680–694.

Ilies R, Nahrgang JD and Morgeson FP (2007) Leader-member

exchange and citizenship behaviors: a meta-analysis. Journal

of Applied Psychology 92: 269–277.

Johnson SK (2008) I second that emotion: effects of emotional

contagion and affect at work on leader and follower outcomes.

The Leadership Quarterly 19: 1–19.

Kabat-Zinn J (1990) Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom

of your Body and Mind to Face Stress, Pain and Illness. New

York, NY: Delta Trade.

Karasek R (1979) Job demands, job decision latitude, and mental

strain: implications for job redesign. Administrative Science

Quarterly 24: 285–308.

Karasek R and Theorell T (1990) Healthy Work: Stress, Produc-

tivity and the Reconstruction of Working Life. New York, NY:

Basic Books.

Kashdan TB and Rottenberg J (2010) Psychological flexibility as

a fundamental aspect of health. Clinical Psychology Review

30: 865–878.

Kinicki AJ and Vecchio RP (1994) Influences on the quality of

supervisor–subordinate relations: the role of time-pressure,

organizational commitment, and locus of control. Journal of

Organizational Behavior 15: 75–82.

Kuvaas B and Buch R (2016) Leader self-efficacy and role ambi-

guity and follower leader-member exchange. The Annual

Meeting of the Academy of Management 2016: 12158.

Kuvaas B, Buch R, Dysvik A, et al. (2012) Economic and social

leader-member exchange relationships and follower perfor-

mance. The Leadership Quarterly 23: 756–765.

Lam CK, Walter F and Huang X (2017) Supervisors’ emotional

exhaustion and abusive supervision: the moderating roles of

perceived subordinate performance and supervisor self-moni-

toring. Journal of Organizational Behavior 38: 1151–1166.

Laurence GA, Fried Y and Raub S (2016) Evidence for the need to

distinguish between self-initiated and organizationally

imposed overload in studies of work stress. Work & Stress

30: 337–355.

Liden RC, Wu J, Cao AX, et al. (2016) LMX measurement. In:

Bauer TN and Erdogan B (eds), The Oxford Handbook of

Leader-Member Exchange. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lloyd J, Bond FW and Flaxman PE (2013) The value of psycho-

logical flexibility: examining psychological mechanisms

underpinning a cognitive behavioural therapy intervention for

burnout. Work & Stress 27: 181–199.
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