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Relative Leader-Member Exchange, Negative Affectivity and Social Identification: 

A Moderated-Mediation Examination 

Abstract 

We argue that leader-member exchange (LMX) standing relative to the LMX relationships 

of other coworkers (RLMX) in workgroups may influence employees’ job performance. Based 

on social comparison and social identity theories, we develop a moderated-mediation model of 

the psychological processes linking RLMX and job performance, and test it on a sample of 252 

employees and 42 managers working in two large banks. Results of hierarchical regression 

analyses provide support for the model. We found that RLMX was positively related to social 

identification after controlling for perceptions of LMX; and also that social identification 

mediated the relationship between RLMX and job performance. We found further that negative 

affectivity moderated the relationship between RLMX and social identification which, in turn, 

also mediated the interactive effect on job performance. 
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Relative Leader-Member Exchange, Negative Affectivity and Social Identification: 

A Moderated-Mediation Examination 

Over the last three decades, considerable research has been undertaken to examine the 

importance of leader-member exchange (LMX) in the workplace (see Schyns & Day, 2010, for a 

review). LMX theory focuses on differentiated interpersonal exchange relationships that leaders 

develop and maintain with subordinates using different leadership styles within workgroups 

(Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975). Although Gerstner and Day (1997) demonstrated that LMX 

relationships have implications for employees’ work attitudes and behaviors, LMX research to 

date has tended to view subordinates’ LMX relationships with their leaders in isolation of the 

LMX relationships of other coworkers in a workgroup (Kramer, 1995; Sias & Jablin, 1995; 

Sparrowe & Liden, 1997, 2005). In this respect, a group of LMX researchers (see Henderson, 

Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 2008; Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Sherony & Green, 2002; 

Sparrowe & Liden, 1997, 2005;  Tse, Dasborough, & Ashkanasy, 2008; Vidyarthi, Liden, Anand, 

Erdogan, & Ghosh, 2010) have recently offered the view that interpersonal exchange 

relationships between leaders, subordinates, and coworkers are interconnected and embedded 

within a larger social network in organizations. This suggests that these exchange relationships 

are interdependent and can influence each other. In particular, the differential quality of LMX 

relationships creates a psychological boundary for interpersonal comparison that may lead each 

employee to be aware of her or his relative standing in a workgroup. Thus, an employees’ 

relative standing of her or his LMX relationship (RLMX; defined as an employee’s LMX quality 

relative to the average LMX quality of others within a workgroup) may also influence her or his 

work attitudes and behaviors in workgroups (see Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009; 

Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). 
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According to LMX theory (see Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), 

leaders tend to develop high-quality relationships with only a few subordinates within a 

workgroup and these relationships serve as channels for leaders to distribute organizational 

resources, job-related benefits, and psychological support to subordinates. Hence, relative to 

other group members in a workgroup, members in higher quality LMX relationships are likely to 

be more advantageously treated. Employees’ LMX relationship quality therefore is likely to 

derive from their comparative positions in the workgroup (as compared to other coworkers’ LMX 

relationships). Consequently, the differences between an employee’s LMX relationship and 

others’ LMX relationships may influence the employee’s evaluation of her or his LMX 

relationship (Hu & Liden, 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). Although the theoretical and practical 

bases of LMX differentiation have been made explicit, research examining the effect of RLMX 

on employees’ work attitudes and behaviors—and the underlying psychological processes 

involved—has only recently begun to attract attention (e.g., Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 

2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). 

By integrating social comparison theory (SCT: Festinger, 1954; Greenberg, Ashton-

James, & Ashkanasy, 2007) and social identity theory (SIT: Tajfel, 1972), we explore the effect 

of RLMX by testing a moderated-mediation model, the purpose of which is to explain the 

psychological process of how RLMX is related to employees’ job performance. Specifically, we 

propose two mechanisms by which RLMX might exert impact on performance outcomes. First, 

we theorize that social identification (the extent that individuals define themselves based on 

collective values and group characteristics; see Brewer & Gardner, 1986) will mediate the 

relationship between RLMX and job performance after controlling for perceptions of LMX. 

Second, we posit that negative affectivity (NA; a dispositional tendency to experience negative 
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emotions, see Watson & Clark, 1984) will attenuate the relationship between RLMX and social 

identification. We argue further that social identification will also mediate the interactive effect 

between RLMX and employees’ NA on job performance. 

 

 

Figure 1 depicts our proposed model. Specifically, we aim to advance the new area of 

RLMX in LMX literature in three ways. 

First, we examine the effect of RLMX on social identification. This extends current LMX 

research by explicating how social comparison processes occur in a set of differentiated 

relationships between leaders and followers in workgroups (Henderson et al., 2008; Henderson, 

Liden, Glibkowski, & Chaudhry, 2009; Hu & Liden, 2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). We argue in 

particular that, by exploring employees’ relative LMX standing as compared with others’ LMX 

relationships in workgroups, we address a new and critically important issue about the 

implication of the social context of LMX differentiation. This is because social comparisons are 

likely to provide a new perspective on whether RLMX is associated with employees’ identity 

which, in turn, serves as a basis for their cognitive, affective and motivational processes. 

Second, our research is in response to the call by Henderson et al. (2008) and Vidyarthi et 

al. (2010) to identify intervening processes that might explain relationships between RLMX and 

performance outcomes. Drawing on SIT and SCT, therefore, we propose that social identification 

mediates the relationship between RLMX and job performance. In particular, we posit that social 

identification has the potential to increase our understanding of how relative LMX standing is 

related to the way employees perceive and envision themselves in a workgroup that, in turn, may 

also be associated with their behavioral reactions. 

Insert Figure 1 here 
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Third, we explore the moderating role of an individual difference variable, employee 

negative affectivity (NA), attempting to understand how LMX relationships is associated with 

social identity processes in workgroups. This is consistent with recent research (e.g., see 

Hochwarter & Byrne, 2005; Kamdar & Van Dyne, 2007) that has begun to explain why 

employees with different personality characteristics respond differentially to perceptions of their 

LMX relationships in workgroups. The past research, however, has not yet explored affective-

based personality variables such as NA as a moderating effect in LMX research (Bauer & Green, 

1996; Hui, Law, & Chen, 1999). To examine this issue further, we elucidate why and when 

RLMX may influence the social identification of employees and, in turn, their subsequent job 

performance. 

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 

RLMX: Conceptualization and Empirical Evidence 

The concept of relative LMX (RLMX) was originally developed by Graen, Liden, and 

Hoel (1982) and is predicated on the nexus of LMX and social exchange. As such, RLMX differs 

from LMX in that RLMX assesses members’ relative standings in terms of their exchange 

relationships with the leader, whereas LMX measures the quality of relationships between leaders 

and their members (Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). Moreover, 

RLMX is distinct from a newly proposed construct called LMX social comparison (LMXSC), 

such that the former reflects the degree to which an individual’s LMX differs from the average 

LMX of other coworkers in a workgroup and the latter refers to individuals’ subjective 

comparison evaluation and is obtained directly from focal employees (see Vidyarthi et al., 2010). 

In terms of empirical findings, recent research (e.g. Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009) 

has shown that RLMX is associated with important work outcomes beyond the effects of LMX. 
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For example, using Graen et al.’s (1982) operationalization of RLMX as mean workgroup LMX 

minus each group member’s individual LMX score, Henderson et al. (2008) revealed that RLMX 

is positively associated with psychological contract fulfillment, controlling for individuals’ 

perceptions of LMX. In another field study based on the same operationalization of RLMX and 

also controlling for the effect of LMX, Hu and Liden (2009) reported that RLMX is positively 

related to job satisfaction and job performance. More recently, Vidyarthi et al. (2010) found that 

LMXSC acts as a full mediator of the relationship between RLMX and OCBs but LMXSC only 

partially mediates the relationship between RLMX and job performance after controlling for the 

effect of LMX. These findings demonstrate that RLMX is a unique construct that is conceptually 

related to but different from LMX and LMXSC, respectively. We therefore expect that RLMX 

can explain meaningful variance in employees’ work attitudes and behaviors above and beyond 

the individuals’ perceptions of LMXSC and LMX. 

Social Comparison and Social Identity Theories 

In developing the hypothesized relationships in our model, we utilize two theories: 

(1) social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954; see Greenberg et al., 2007, for a review) and 

(2) social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Social comparison theory (SCT) holds that individuals tend to self-evaluate and so learn 

about themselves by comparing with others in terms of attributes, abilities, and performance. 

Festinger (1954) postulated that social comparison processes occur when individuals lack an 

objective means to understand their own state in a social context. Thus, working in a group 

provides individuals with opportunities for social comparison because their coworkers in the 

same workgroup have many common attributes (e.g., reporting to the same supervisor, working 

in similar positions and possessing similar qualifications and experiences), and they are required 



Relative LMX                                                                                                                        Page 7 

to interact with each other to complete assigned tasks (Stapel & Koomen, 2005). Research has 

also demonstrated that self-evaluation derived from social comparison serves as a foundation for 

cognitive, emotional, and motivational processes that can predict individuals’ work attitudes and 

behaviors (see Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Greenberg et al., 2007). 

Social identity theory (SIT) postulates that individuals are motivated to see themselves 

positively; we extend this motivation to include the individual’s group memberships or what 

Tajfel (1978) refers to as social identities (see also Tajfel & Turner, 1986). According to Tajfel 

and his associates, a person’s self-concept is comprised of a personal identity (i.e., idiosyncratic 

characteristics such as individual attributes, abilities and past experience) and a social identity 

(i.e., salient group classifications and characteristics such as group attributes, processes and 

composition). Hogg and Terry (2000) argue that both personal and social identities are important 

in organizational settings because they influence individuals’ self-concept in a workgroup. 

SCT and SIT share a key tenet emphasizing that individuals are driven by a desire for 

self-evaluation and a motivation to develop a clear self-concept (Festinger, 1954; Tajfel, 1978). 

This is because both theories imply that individuals are constantly exposed to various situations 

of self-evaluation in order to sustain their self-concept in a social context, which, in turn, 

influences their work attitudes and behaviors (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). In the context of the 

employees’ social exchange relationships with their leaders, the above theories suggest that 

employees are aware of the quality of coworkers’ LMX relationships (e.g., Duchon, Green, & 

Taber, 1986; Graen & Cashman, 1975), and therefore more recent research has used a direct 

measure of individuals’ perceptions of their LMX relationships versus others’ LMX relationships 

in the workgroup (LMXSC: Vidyarthi et al., 2010). Based on SCT and SIT and these recent 

studies, we argue that employees do form judgments about their LMX relationship relative to 
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other LMX relationships that coworkers of the workgroup develop and maintain with the leader, 

even though RLMX is not a perceptual measure. An employee’s RLMX (either higher or lower 

than the average LMX of others in the workgroup) may affect how s/he perceives and envisions 

her/himself in the workgroup. 

RLMX and Social Identification 

Consistent with Henderson et al. (2008) and Vidyarthi et al. (2010), we argue that 

employees are aware of the quality of their LMX relationships and also form judgments of their 

relative LMX standing in the workgroup. This should apply even though RLMX refers to the 

actual degree to which an individual’s LMX differs from the average leader-subordinate LMX in 

the workgroup. This also suggests that RLMX can be regarded as reflective of the actual position 

of each employee in a set of differentiated LMX relationships within a workgroup. High and low 

RLMX thus represents objective information that provides employees with a point of reference to 

understand their position relative to other coworkers’ LMX standings (Vidyarthi et al., 2010). 

Thus relative LMX standing helps to explain how employees perceive and define themselves in 

the workgroup. This is because their high or low RLMX is related to their self-concept (see 

Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). We therefore contend that employees may experience feelings of 

superiority and respect if their LMX position is relatively higher than the LMX standing of other 

coworkers; and their access to benefits and resources from their leaders is also greater than the 

access of others in the workgroup (Henderson et al., 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2010).  

In line with this reasoning, we argue further that, if a member’s RLMX is high, s/he can 

be expected to have a positive self-concept, and the employee’s collective schemas may be 

activated to increase her or his identification with other coworkers (Baldwin, 1992; Shah, 2003). 

Thus, because their core self-representation may act to motivate their collectivistic attitudes and 
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behaviors in the workgroup, members with high RLMX can be expected to be interested in 

collective interests and group values. 

On the other hand, members with low RLMX may be expected to experience a negative 

self-concept and their individual schemas may be activated to decrease their identification with 

other coworkers (Baldwin, 1992; Shah, 2003). Thus, low RLMX members may focus on self-

interest and personal values as their core self-representation to facilitate individualistic attitudes 

and behaviors. This line of reasoning is also supported by interpersonal comparison research 

(Gardner, Gabriel, & Hochschild, 2002) which demonstrates that, when individuals are in 

positive relationships, their collective selves often include overlapping connections with others. 

This occurs because each employee’s self-definition has been expanded to incorporate those 

dyadic relationships as a part of their core self-representations in the workgroup. On the other 

hand, when employees are in negative relationships, their independent selves exclude overlapping 

connections with others. This occurs because each employee’s self-definition has failed to be 

integrated with those dyadic relationships as part of their core self-representation in the 

workgroup. 

Building on the foregoing discussion and empirical evidence, we suggest RLMX standing 

is likely to be related to employees’ levels of identification with their workgroup beyond LMX 

(i.e., their perceptions of the LMX quality). Recent LMX research (e.g., Henderson et al., 2008; 

Hu & Liden, 2009) also suggests that it is important to control for the direct effect of LMX in 

order to understand the effect of RLMX on work attitudes and behaviors. Thus: 

Hypothesis 1: RLMX is positively related to social identification (after controlling for 

individual perceptions of LMX quality). 
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Social Identification and Job Performance 

Chiaburu and Harrison (2008) noted that workgroup members’ outcomes are largely 

evaluated as the extent to which members’ work performance exceeds their prescribed job 

demands and expectations at work. In this study, we include job performance as an outcome 

variable. Specifically, we measure job performance in terms of work requirements outlined in 

employees’ job descriptions (Williams & Anderson, 1991), which refer to the quality and 

quantity of work that can be expected from employees. 

Social identification is defined by Tajfel (1978) as the “cognition of membership of a 

group and the value and emotional significance attached to this membership” (p. 63). Brewer and 

Gardner (1986) note further that social identification occurs when individuals share beliefs with 

their group and define their self-concept based on the group’s values and collective interests. 

When individuals identify with a group, they are more likely to base their self-concept at least in 

part on their belonging to the group and to perceive and experience group successes and failures 

as their own successes and failures (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). This 

notion implies that social identification promotes a sense of oneness among members in a 

workgroup and motivates individuals to think and to behave in prototypical ways in order to 

enhance their self-concept as group members (see also Hogg & Terry, 2000). 

In particular, social identification has the propensity to increase job performance by 

enabling individuals to evaluate how their own work can contribute to overall group success 

(Hogg & Terry, 2000). In this respect, Van Knippenberg (2000) demonstrated that, once 

individuals align with the values of their workgroup, they focus on collective interests and 

purposes, and view their individual effort and work roles as an important contribution to a larger 

collective effort. This, in turn, enhances the importance of performance because both quality and 
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quantity of members’ jobs are perceived to be related to overall group effectiveness. Hogg and 

Abrams (1988) argue further that the effect of social identification on job performance can be 

explained in terms of the cognitive and affective identification with groups that increases 

individuals’ self-concept and self-efficacy (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). 

The positive self-concept and increased sense of self-efficacy should then motivate individuals to 

perform their assigned duties better. Stamper and Masterson (2002) also found that individuals 

who see themselves as group or organizational insiders are more willing to accept their role 

responsibilities and to perform them more effectively. This is because they find the group’s 

values meaningful and their membership valuable and rewarding. Based upon the above 

discussion, we next propose: 

Hypothesis 2: Social identification is positively related to job performance. 

The Mediating Role of Social Identification 

Underpinned by SIT, we argue that social identification (driven by social comparison 

processes) might explain the relationship between RLMX and job performance. SIT theorists 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986) propose that social identification reflects group members’ perceptions of 

self-concept, and thus individuals are going to be motivated to enhance their positive self-concept 

by defining themselves as enthusiastic group members, whose obligations align with the interests 

of a social group. This suggests that social identification plays a pivotal role in the social 

comparison process of RLMX standing. 

As discussed earlier, RLMX occurs in a set of differentiated LMX relationships within a 

workgroup that represents social status, influencing individuals’ feelings of self-concept. We 

mentioned that high RLMX may enable employees to feel more positively as they enjoy a higher 

social status as compared to their coworkers in the workgroup. This, in turn, should facilitate 
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their sense of social identification (focusing on shared interests and the prototypical way in the 

workgroup). The member is therefore likely to feel s/he is an important part of the workgroup and 

comes to view the group’s successes as her or his own personal successes (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Positive self-concept enables group members to realize the 

importance of their work roles by contributing their concerted effort to carry out their assigned 

job duties in order to increase the overall group effectiveness. Findings by Randel and Jaussi 

(2003) suggest that employees who identify with coworkers sharing similar functional 

backgrounds are more likely to perform better in cross-functional workgroups. On this basis, we 

suggest that, when the RLMX of employees increases, the resulting sense of social identification 

encourages employees to integrate their self-concept as part of the workgroup, elevating their 

commitment to performance effectiveness and efficiency. Thus, we theorize that social 

identification is a proximal outcome through which RLMX is associated with more distal 

outcomes (i.e., job performance); and predict: 

Hypothesis 3: Social identification mediates the relationship between RLMX and job 

performance (after controlling for individuals’ perceptions of LMX). 

The Moderating Role of Negative Affectivity 

A review of research has demonstrated that positive affectivity (PA) and negative 

affectivity (NA) are conceptually and empirically independent from each other, as distinct from 

opposite ends of a bipolar continuum (see Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2005; Judge & Locke, 

1993). Indeed, as Watson (2000) has noted, PA and NA operate through different biological and 

behavioral mechanisms (see also Ashkanasy & Ashton-James, 2007; Kaplan, Bradley, Luchman, 

& Haynes, 2009). This suggests that PA and NA should be conceptualized as separate constructs, 

examining their differential impacts on different work attitudes and behaviors (Watson, 2000). 
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With respect to this, past research shows that affective-based personality of employees such as 

PA and NA may affect LMX relationships. 

We argue that NA rather than PA is theoretically relevant and important in the context of 

this study for three reasons. First, NA tends to increase employees’ susceptibility or 

responsiveness to work stimuli such as relative LMX standing in a workgroup that generates 

more extreme negative reactions to such stimuli than PA (Watson, 2000). Second, NA employees 

are less likely to seek direct control of their RLMX than PA that may be related to why they 

would negatively view and define themselves in a set of differentiated LMX relationships with 

other coworkers in the workgroup (Watson, 2000). Third, it is also important to understand how 

to manage NA employees in workgroups because it can be expected that low NA employees with 

high RLMX may experience high levels of identification with their workgroup. Thus, focusing 

on NA makes sense in light of the relative LMX standing observed by different employees in 

workgroups. Consequently, we expect that NA should attenuate the relationship between RLMX 

and social identification. 

Watson and Clark (1984) define NA as a dispositional tendency which reflects pervasive 

individual differences in negative emotionality and self-concept. Larsen and Ketelaar (1991) note 

further that, compared to their low NA counterparts, employees high in NA tend to be more 

sensitive to negative stimuli such as personal mistakes and shortcomings; and experience more 

negative emotions, such as anxiety, guilt, anger, frustration, sadness, distress, and worry. NA has 

also been shown to be associated with counter-productive behaviors (Penney & Spector, 2005), 

job stress (Moyle, 1995), retaliation (Skarlicki, Folger, & Tesluk, 1999), negative emotions 

(Yang & Diefendorff, 2009), lower job satisfaction (Spector, Fox, Penney, Bruursema, Goh, & 
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Kessler, 2006), lower organizational commitment (Cropanzano, James, & Konovsky, 1993), and 

lessened organizational citizenship behavior (Hui et al., 1999). 

Although no research has yet been undertaken to explain why employees with different 

levels of NA may be more likely to make social comparisons with respect to their RLMX 

standing in workgroups, we propose that NA may play an important role in the relationship 

between RLMX and social identification. According to person-situation interactional theory 

(Mischel, 1968, 1977), perceptions of a situation can interact with personality characteristics to 

jointly explain employees’ work attitudes and behaviors. In the seminal work of person-situation 

interactional theory, Mischel (1968) proposed that personality characteristics determine why and 

when social situations are likely to predict an outcome. On this basis, we argue that low NA 

employees may respond more positively to the effect of high RLMX standing by experiencing 

higher levels of social identification as compared to high NA employees within the workgroup. 

Thus, the relationship between RLMX and social identification should be stronger for those who 

are low in NA than for those who are high in this characteristic. The logic behind this prediction 

is that NA is a personality characteristic that is related to the way employees feel and react to 

their RLMX standing. For example, Cropanzano et al. (1993) reported that employees with low 

NA tend to perceive their situations in a less pessimistic way than those with high NA, and are 

more proactive in seeking resources and help to manage any undesirable situations. Gibbons and 

Buunk (1999) also found that low NA employees tend to socially compare less often than high 

NA employees because they have higher self-esteem. 

In terms of the theoretical model we propose, moreover, a low NA tendency may also have 

implications for employees with a higher RLMX standing. We argue in this respect that 

employees with low NA may experience high levels of social identification in response to high 
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RLMX. This is because employees with low NA may be likely to be relatively more sensitive to 

the positive aspects of high RLMX, reducing their high arousal negative emotions. It is expected 

that high RLMX affirms positive expectations of low NA employees about their workgroup. On 

the other hand, we also anticipate that, compared to low NA employees, the relationship between 

RLMX and social identification should be weaker for high NA employees. This is supported by 

Levin and Stokes (1989), who noted that, “High levels of NA are associated with a type of 

cognitive bias through which people approach and interpret their life experiences. This affective 

tendency and cognitive style may influence how people experience and evaluate their jobs” 

(p. 753). High NA employees also tend to focus on negative cues in social situations and they are 

relatively emotionally unstable. As a result, positive aspects of the situation might have less 

impact on high NA employee’s attitudes and behaviors (Moyle, 1995). 

On this basis, we argue further that employees high in NA might tend not to experience the 

positive aspects of their high RLMX as compared with those who have low NA. High NA 

employees would thus be likely to respond to their RLMX in a more negative fashion than low 

NA employees by being cynical and distrustful as well as by seeing themselves as targets for 

exploitation. Given also that high NA employees suffer from a poor self-concept (Cropanzano et 

al., 1993) and more often compare themselves with others (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), we predict 

they would also be less sensitive to positive feelings of calm, relaxation, or satisfaction associated 

with their high RLMX (Hui et al., 1999; Hochwarter & Byrne, 2005). We therefore propose: 

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ NA moderates the relationship between RLMX and social 

identification, such that RLMX has a stronger positive impact on social identification for 

employees lower on NA as compared to those who are higher on NA. 



Relative LMX                                                                                                                        Page 16 

Moderated Mediation 

Finally, we argue that social identification will not only mediate the relationship between 

RLMX and job performance, but also will mediate the interactive effect of RLMX and 

employees’ NA on job performance. Based on the tenets of SIT, we argue that social 

identification reflects the characteristics concerning the needs of emotional bonding and feelings 

of affiliation. Although different levels of employees’ NA is related to how they respond to the 

effect of high or low RLMX in the workgroup (which in turn may be associated with their social 

identification), the levels of social identification are still essential to be related to employees’ job 

performance. Following on the preceding discussion regarding Hypotheses 2, 3 and 4, we 

contend that, when employees have low levels of NA, the effect of RLMX on social 

identification and ultimately on job performance will be stronger. In contrast, when employees 

have high levels of NA, the effect of their RLMX on social identification and ultimately on job 

performance will be weaker. Hence, we propose as our final hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 5: Social identification mediates the interactive effect of RLMX and employees’ 

negative affectivity on job performance. 

Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were employees and their immediate managers working in the local branches of 

two large Australian banks. All the branches consisted of five to eight employees, and each 

employee was required to report to their branch manager on a daily basis. We included only 

branch managers who had been in their positions for more than 12 months; and employees who 

had been in their branch for more than 6 months. This was to ensure that employees were 
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sufficiently acquainted with their coworkers and managers in order to have developed 

interpersonal relationships with them. 

Questionnaires were sent through the internal mail system of each bank. Different 

questionnaires were used to collect data from managers and employees. Manager questionnaires 

were distributed to 75 branch managers, and each manager was asked to provide general 

performance ratings for her or his immediate subordinates. Employee questionnaires were sent to 

555 employees, and each subordinate was asked to provide responses to items pertaining to her or 

his perception of LMX with her or his manager, social identification and negative affectivity. The 

employee questionnaires were matched to the responses of their managers using a coding 

provided by the human resources managers of the banks. 

Of the 75 manager questionnaires and 555 employee questionnaires we distributed, 52 

manager questionnaires (69% response rate) and 336 employee questionnaires (61% response 

rate) were returned. After excluding incomplete questionnaires and those failing to match with a 

manager within each branch, the sample was comprised of 252 manager-employee dyads in 42 

bank branches. Each branch manager rated the job performance of 4 to 8 subordinates (M = 6).  

Eighty-four percent of the managers were women, 69% were aged 45 years or below. The 

managers had been employed in the organization between 1 to 28 years (M =14 years) and their 

average experience working in their present position was 3.8 years. Among the employees in the 

sample, 89% were women and 81% were aged 45 years or below. They had been employed in the 

organization for 2.8 years on average. 

Measures 

Leader-member exchange. We used the LMX-7 scale (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) to 

measure the relationship quality between branch managers and their employees. An example item 
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is: “To what extent does your manager understand your work problems and needs;” alpha 

reliability = .94. 

Relative leader-member exchange. We followed the operationalization outlined by 

Henderson et al. (2008), Vidyarthi and Liden (2009) and Hu and Liden (2009) to assess RLMX. 

Thus, we subtracted the mean LMX score within a group from each group member’s composite 

LMX score (also see Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). Note in particular that, in contrast to Vidyarthi 

et al. (2010), we elected not to use polynomial regression analysis (Edwards & Parry, 1993). This 

is because Edwards’ (1995) original critique of difference scores dealt with the problems 

associated with difference scores between two perceptual variables. This is not, however, an issue 

when simply subtracting the mean from each individual LMX score on a single variable, which is 

what is done to calculate RLMX. Inspection of Vidyarthi and colleagues’ results (see their Figure 

2) confirms that the polynomial results they obtained are planar (which would not be the case if 

difference scores were a problem). 

Social identification. This was measured using the 3-item identification scale developed 

by Mael and Ashforth (1989), and subsequently modified by Randel and Jaussi (2003). This scale 

captures the social identity theory principle that “social identification is perceived as personally 

experiencing the success and failures of a particular group or subgroup” (Mael & Ashforth, 1989, 

p. 21). Respondents were asked to indicate their perceptions of social identification with their 

group in general. An example item is: “When other members in my team are recognized for their 

accomplishments, I feel like I have accomplished something too;” alpha reliability = .76. 

Negative affectivity. The 10-item negative affectivity scale of the Positive and Negative 

Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) was used to assess employees’ 

negative affectivity. The negative affectivity scale of the PANAS consists of 10 adjectives that 



Relative LMX                                                                                                                        Page 19 

describe negative emotions (e.g., angry, distressed, upset). Respondents were asked to indicate 

the extent to which they generally feel each of the emotional adjectives; alpha reliability = .89. 

Job performance. Three items from a task performance instrument by Heilman, Block, 

and Lucas (1992) were used to assess employees’ job performance. Branch managers were asked 

to provide a performance rating for each employee within their branch. An example item is: 

“This employee gets his or her work done very effectively”, alpha reliability = .94. 

Given the 252 subordinates were nested in 42 workgroups, and supervisors were asked to 

provide performance ratings for multiple subordinates in each workgroup, we conducted 

ANOVA and intra-class correlation (ICC) tests to identify whether there was systematic between-

group variance in job performance (Bliese, 2000). ANOVA result (F = 1.270, ns) and ICC (1) 

and ICC (2) values for job performance of 04 and .21 suggests that there was no substantial 

between-group variation in individual job performance ratings. These results provide support for 

the subsequent analyses to be conducted at the individual level. 

Controls. Sex and age of subordinates were included as control variables. These controls 

were necessary because these variables have been shown to influence the outcome variables in 

previous research (e.g., Van Der Vergt, Van De Vliert, & Oosterhof, 2003). In addition, we 

controlled for employees’ length of work experience with group members and their interaction 

frequency with other group members because these variables may potentially explain job 

performance (Rentsch & Klimoski, 2002; Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999). Coding schemata for 

the categorical control variables are shown in Table 1. 
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Results 

Confirmatory Factor Analyses 

We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using AMOS 5 to examine 

the distinctiveness of our study variables based on chi-square statistics and fit indices of RMSEA, 

IFI and CFI (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988; Joreskog, 1993). Results showed that the hypothesized 

4-factor model of LMX, social identification, negative affectivity, and manager-rated job 

performance, χ2 = 587.71, df = 224; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .92 and IFI = .92, yielded a better fit 

to the data than any other models including a 1-factor model (i.e., combining all four study 

variables), χ2 = 2132.30. df = 230; RMSEA = .018; CFI = .53 and TLI = .53. These CFA results 

also provide support for the distinctiveness of the four study variables for subsequent analyses. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, reliabilities and inter-correlations for all variables. 

Consistent with our predictions, RLMX was positively related to social identification and job 

performance. Furthermore, social identification was positively related to job performance. 

 

 

Hypothesis Tests 

We conducted hierarchical regression analyses by entering control variables, LMX, and the 

study variables into different steps of the equation. Table 2 reports the regression results relating 

to Hypotheses 1 to 4. To test Hypothesis 1, we examined the positive relationship between 

RLMX and social identification. Results in Table 2 show that RLMX was positively related to 

Insert Table 1 here 
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social identification (β =.20, p <.01) after controlling for individuals’ perceptions of LMX. Hence, 

Hypothesis 1 received support. 

 

 

Next, we tested Hypotheses 2 and 3, where we expected to find a main effect of social 

identification on job performance; and also that social identification would mediate the 

relationship between RLMX and job performance. Based on Edwards and Lambert (2007), we 

used bootstrap confidence intervals to test our mediation hypotheses because they are bias-

corrected. Results showed that a significant indirect effect between RLMX and job performance 

was also observed in the predicted direction (β =.13, p <.01). A one-tailed Sobel test also 

supported the significance of this indirect effect (z = 3.88, p < .01), as did bootstrap results 

showing that a 95% bias corrected confidence interval (.07 < - > .23) did not contain zero. Hence, 

Hypotheses 2 and 3 received support, as social identification not only had a direct impact on job 

performance, but also mediated the relationship between RLMX and job performance. 

In Hypothesis 4, we predicted that NA would moderate the relationship between RLMX 

and social identification. Step 3 of Table 2 reveals that the interaction term of RLMX and NA 

had a significant negative impact on social identification, after controlling for perceptions of 

LMX, and the explained variance of the interaction term was significant (R² = .20, p <.01). As 

suggested by Aiken and West (1991), we illustrated the pattern of the interaction effect using one 

standard deviation above and below the mean of negative affectivity to represent high and low 

NA. Figure 2 reveals that employees with lower levels of NA experienced higher levels of social 

identification when their RLMX in the workgroup was higher than other coworkers’ LMX 

relationships (slope: β = .63, t = 1.78, p < .01). In contrast, employees with higher levels of NA 

Insert Table 2 here 



Relative LMX                                                                                                                        Page 22 

experienced lower levels of social identification even though their RLMX in the workgroup was 

higher than other coworkers’ LMX relationships (slope: β = .29, t = .82, p < .05). The regression 

and simple effects results provide support for Hypothesis 4, suggesting that RLMX has a stronger 

impact on social identification for employees lower on NA as compared to those who are higher 

on NA. 

Finally, we examined Hypothesis 5, where we anticipated that social identification would 

mediate the interactive effect of RLMX and employees’ NA on job performance. Since this 

hypothesis involved testing moderating and mediating relationships simultaneously, we 

continued to adopt the moderated-mediation approach outlined by Edwards and Lambert (2007). 

As the approach outlines, there are possibilities that the moderation can influence different stages 

of a three-variable mediation chain (X  M  Y). Specifically, the moderation effect can occur 

at (1) the first stage (X  M); (2) the second stage (M  Y); (3) both the first and second stages 

- (X  M and M  Y), or (4) in all stages, which includes the first and second stages and the 

additional relationship between independent variable and outcome (X  M, M  Y, and 

X  Y). We also used the hierarchical regression equations developed by Edwards and Lambert 

(2007) to obtain relevant coefficients that calculate the first stage (direct effect), the second stage 

(indirect effect), and all stages (total effects). The significance of each of these effects can be 

assessed at different degrees of the moderator (one standard deviation above and below its mean). 

Hence, the mediation effect at different stages can be significantly stronger or weaker at a high 

level (above the mean), a low level (below the mean) or both levels (both above and below the 

mean of the moderator). 

To test Hypothesis 5, we examined the first stage of moderation (i.e., NA moderates the 

link between RLMX and social identification) in the RLMX  social identification  outcome 
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chain. We followed Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken’s (2003) suggestion of using mean-centered 

variables to create the interactive term between RLMX and NA in order to reduce the possible 

effect of multicollinearity for hierarchical regression analyses. Following Edwards and Lambert 

(2007), we separated the total effect of RLMX on job performance into direct and indirect effects 

at different levels of NA. The results of the direct and indirect effects at high and low levels of 

NA are presented in Table 3. 

 

 

As can be seen in Table 3, at low levels of NA (one standard deviation below the mean), 

RLMX had a positive effect on social identification and the path from social identification to job 

performance was significant. Furthermore, the indirect effect of RLMX on job performance was 

also significant. The bootstrap result revealed that a 95% bias corrected confidence interval 

(.06 < - > .84) did not contain zero. At high levels of NA (one standard deviation above the 

mean), RLMX had a positive effect on social identification and the path of social identification to 

job performance was significant. Moreover, the indirect effect of RLMX on job performance was 

also significant. The bootstrap results also indicated that a 95% bias corrected confidence interval 

(.04 < - > .51) did not contain zero. These results show that social identification mediated the link 

between RLMX and job performance at both high and low levels of NA. 

In sum, the results provide support for Hypothesis 5, the first stage of moderation on the 

mediation-chain relationship between RLMX, social identification and job performance. As can 

be seen in Table 3, low NA employees (B = .63, p <.01) responded more positively to the effect 

Insert Table 3 here 
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of high RLMX in their workgroup by experiencing higher levels of social identification than 

employees with higher NA (B =.29, p <.01)1 

Discussion 

In this study, we examined the effect of employees’ relative standing of differentiated 

LMX relationships between leaders and workgroup members (Henderson et al., 2008; Hooper & 

Martin, 2008; Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). Specifically, we proposed a 

moderated-mediation model to examine the effect of relative LMX standing and the underlying 

processes through which it is associated with job performance. Our results support the 

hypothesized relationships in the model. Our key findings are fourfold. First, we found that 

RLMX was positively associated with social identification after controlling for individuals’ 

perceptions of LMX relationships. Second, we found that social identification was related to job 

performance, and also that social identification mediated the link between RLMX and job 

performance. Third, our moderation hypothesis received support in that employees’ NA 

attenuated the relationship between RLMX and social identification. Fourth, social identification 

mediated the interactive effect of RLMX and employees’ NA on job performance, such that the 

mediated effect was stronger when employees had lower levels of NA. 

Implications for Theory and Research 

The present findings pave the way for future studies that might extend our current 

understanding of RLMX and its place in the LMX literature in several ways. 

                                                 

1 Although we did not follow the recent LMX research (e.g., Henderson et al., 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2010) to 
include group-level LMX differentiation as a control variable in our study, a series of additional HLM analyses was 
conducted to examine the potential effect of LMX differentiation.  Results showed that LMX differentiation at the 
group-level did not yield any significant impact that could confound  the moderating effect of NA on the relationship 
between RLMX and social identification, and the mediating effect of social identification on the relationship 
between RLMX and job performance in this study. 
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First, we adopted SCT to underscore the importance of the actual degree to which an 

individual’s LMX differs from the average leader-subordinate LMX in the workgroup (Vidyarthi 

et al., 2010). Our findings suggest that RLMX has a positive relationship with social 

identification, supporting the notion that RLMX is related to how employees perceive and 

envision themselves in the workgroup. As we mentioned in our hypothesis development, high 

RLMX is associated with a positive self-concept for employees in workgroups. This positive self-

concept may influence how employees promote collective identity, emphasize common 

experience, and focus on shared interests. The implication of this is that the more group members 

feel validated and accepted by virtue of high RLMX standings, the more they may feel motivated 

towards identifying with others (cf. Henderson et al., 2008). We are unaware of any previously 

published study that investigated the relationship between RLMX and social identification or 

other similar constructs (see Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009; Liden & Antonakis, 

2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). 

Second, our findings shed new light on the psychological process through which RLMX is 

related to work behavior (Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009). Ashforth and Mael (1989) 

argued that employees with high levels of social identification are likely to be motivated to define 

themselves based on group values, and therefore tend to perceive group successes and failures as 

their own. In the present study, we examined social identification as a mechanism linking RLMX 

and job performance. We found that social identification mediated the relationship between 

RLMX and job performance. This suggests that high relative LMX standing in the workgroup 

can be interpreted in terms of employees’ identity and as accommodating to the needs of self-

enhancement. Social identification can therefore be seen as a form of social currency whereby 

employees might increase their commitment to performance efficiency and effectiveness. 
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Third, we extend the research of Henderson et al. (2008) and Vidyarthi et al. (2010), to 

show that an individual difference – negativity affectivity – improves our understanding as to 

when and why some employees feel and respond to high and low RLMX differentially. In this 

respect, we found that employees’ NA attenuated the relationship between RLMX and social 

identification. In particular, low NA employees’ social identification was enhanced by an RLMX 

standing that is higher rather than lower than other coworkers’ LMX relationships. On the other 

hand, high NA employees were relatively less sensitive to high RLMX effects and they also 

experienced lower levels of social identification than low NA counterparts. These findings also 

provide evidence in support of a person-situation interactional perspective as a means to explain 

why employees with different personality characteristics respond differentially to LMX 

relationships. 

We further demonstrate that the mediation-chain relationship is more complicated than was 

previously understood, in that the relationship appears to vary with employee NA. By utilizing 

Edwards and Lambert’s (2007) moderated-mediation approach, we found that the mediating 

effect of social identification on the link between RLMX and job performance at different stages 

can be significantly stronger or weaker, depending on member NA. In particular, we found that 

the mediation effect of social identification in the relationship between the variables was stronger 

for employees with lower NA. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings of our study also have practical implications. First, it appears that employees 

may be aware of their relative LMX standing as compared with other coworkers’ LMX 

relationships in the workgroup. This is because the RLMX standing represents an actual position 

of an employee in a set of differentiated LMX relationships in the workgroup (Henderson et al., 



Relative LMX                                                                                                                        Page 27 

2008; Hu & Liden, 2009; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). Thus, managers may need to become more 

aware of how employees differentiate between high and low LMX coworkers. As suggested by 

Henderson et al. (2008) and Hooper and Martin (2008), LMX differentiation (the degree of 

variability in the quality of LMX relationships formed within workgroups) plays a role in the 

social comparison process of LMX relationships that may be associated with the saliency of the 

RLMX differences (cf. Henderson et al., 2008; Hu & Liden, 2009). 

Another practical implication is related to the moderating effect of employees’ negative 

affectivity. Our results inform us that low NA employees react more positively to their high 

RLMX standing and they may experience higher levels of social identification than do high NA 

employees. Given NA is a relatively stable personality trait, our findings suggest that low NA 

employees with high RLMX may be less likely to experience negative emotions of distress, anger, 

jealousy, and frustration and provoke these emotions in others. The resulting emotional 

contagious effect might be associated with other coworkers’ levels of social identification and job 

performance (cf. Dasborough, Ashkanasy, Tee, & Tse, 2009; Tse & Ashkanasy, 2008). Thus, 

organizations might deploy more resources to the selection and recruitment process for low NA 

employees. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The present study was subject to five limitations. 

First, the use of a cross-sectional design makes it difficult to determine the direction of 

causality among the study variables, and thus cause-effect relationships should not be inferred 

from our findings. Although our results are consistent with the hypothesized relationships in the 

model, it is intuitively possible to develop alternative explanations for the relationships in the 
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model. In this instance, field experiments and longitudinal research designs might be needed to 

eliminate possible alternative explanations for our findings. 

A second limitation concerns the potential for common method variance conflating 

relationships between the variables because social identification and negative affectivity were 

measured from the same source (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). We adopted 

three strategies to minimize this effect, following recommendations by Posdakoff et al. (2003). 

First, our main variable of interest, RLMX was operationalized by subtracting the mean LMX 

score within a workgroup from each workgroup member’s composite LMX score (Henderson et 

al., 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2010). It therefore is unlikely to engender common method variance. 

Second, we collected data about job performance from branch managers. Third, our model 

involved testing a moderated-mediation relationship, which is actually less likely to be detected 

when relationships are artificially inflated (Edwards & Lambert, 2007). Thus, we are confident 

that common method variance did not unduly influence the hypothesized relationships in this 

study. Nevertheless, future research should attempt to replicate the current findings by collecting 

data at different points in time to increase confidence in the findings. 

A third limitation relates to the potential non-respondent bias influencing the validity of 

our findings because the final sample of 252 manager-employee dyads out of 555 sampled dyads 

was below 50% after excluding incomplete questionnaires and those failing to match with a 

manager within each branch. Because of ethical concerns and personal privacy, the HR managers 

of the banks declined to provide us with personal particulars of the managers and employees who 

chose not to participate in our research. We understand that there is a possibility that there might 

have been systematic differences in the subjects who refused to participate versus those who did 
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participate in our research. We however were unable to include all non-respondents for a non-

response bias test to examine its potential impact. 

A fourth limitation is that we were unable to directly compare our results with those 

reported in Vidyarthi et al.’s (2010) study because their measure of perceived RLMX or LMXSC 

was not included. By incorporating LMXSC, the findings of our study would have been 

informative to compare the relative value of LMXSC and social identification as a mediator in 

the relationships tested in our model. Future research should consider furthering our 

understanding of other relevant variables that would potentially mediate the relationships 

between RLMX and work attitudes and behaviors.  

A fifth potential problem associated with the sample may be seen to be a possible lack of 

generalizability. The sample consisted of mostly female employees and their branch managers 

from two major banking organizations. Our findings may have been different if there had been 

more male employees in the sample, although females seem to dominate the workforce in the 

banking industry in many countries. For example, 66.5% of the workforce is female in the 

banking and related sectors in the United States (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008), whereas 60% 

of the workforce is female in the same sectors in Australia (Australian Bankers’ Association, 

2009). Thus, our results may still be generalizable to other industries where females are a 

dominant workforce. 

Finally, although not a limitation per se, our study was focused on employee task behavior.  

Previous research (e.g., see Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2010) has examined the 

effects of team-member relations and RLMX on OCBs, so future researchers may wish to 

examine our model in terms of contextual performance. 
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In conclusion, and despite the limitations outlined above, we believe that our study 

contributes to the literature on LMX in that it is the first to test a moderated-mediation model of 

processes whereby an employee’s LMX relative to other coworkers’ LMX within a workgroup is 

related to her or his work behaviors. Our findings provide support for the model we hypothesized, 

thus confirming that RLMX influences job performance through social identification. We also 

showed that members’ negative affectivity moderates the link between RLMX and social 

identification. Moreover, we found that social identification mediates the interactive effect of 

RLMX and NA on the outcome variable. 
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