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ABSTRACT 
 
Volumes of empirical studies have focused on leader-member exchange (LMX) 

theory since its inception. Few qualitative studies have investigated LMX 

behavior in the context of Chinese organizations. To address this gap in literature, 

an in-depth examination of LMX behaviors was conducted, adopting the four-

dimensional LMX-Comm model. The study focused on the communication 

topics, tangible behaviors, and communication channels present in leader–

member mutual interactions. Eleven small group interviews with three employees 

from organizations in ten cities were conducted. Through thematic analysis of the 

interview data, this study examined LMX behaviors and communication channels. 

Themes were investigated according to the four LMX dimensions: work 

communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible work 

exchange, and tangible social exchange. Several work communication exchange 

themes emerged from the data, including performance discussion, and decision-

making involvement. In the social communication dimension, topics related to 

family, friends, asset management, entertainment activities, and hobbies were 

identified. Tangible work exchange behaviors were found in leader-member 

interactions, such as mutual helping behavior and compensatory time-off for 

overtime work. Participating in social and entertainment activities, exchanging 

gifts and red envelopes, and helping one another with personal matters, were also 

identified as tangible social exchange themes. Negative topics in communication 

exchange, including gossips and complaints, emerged from the data. In addition to 

LMX, several one-way behaviors, such as helping subordinates to map out a 

career plan, also were identified, contributing to a clearer understanding of the 

leader–member relationship. Additionally, this study looked at the communication 
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channels used by the leader–member dyad. Social media and face-to-face 

communication were found to be the most frequently used communication 

channels. The findings of this study can be applied to leadership training and be 

used to guide future scale development and other quantitative studies surrounding 

the construct of LMX. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Effective leadership is an essential factor that allows organizations to 

tackle challenges and contributes to organizational success. Leadership is one of 

the major topics in organizational studies, due to its influence on the performance 

of employees and the whole organization. Different leadership behaviors can 

facilitate the material effectiveness of performance as well as positive attitudinal 

outcomes (Yukl, Mahsud, Prussia, & Hassan, 2019). Therefore, leadership 

theories and research are commonly used practically in leadership training and 

development to help improve organizational performance (Clarke, 2012). 

In recent years, a consensus has been reached by practitioners and scholars 

regarding investment in training and development of leadership. However, 

although effort has been put into investigating leadership, leadership theories and 

studies have often focused on the leader’s behavior and their influence on 

subordinates. The interactions behaviors between the leader and subordinate have 

been somewhat overlooked.  

Leader–member exchange (LMX) theory, a promising and unique 

leadership theory of the dyadic relationship between leaders and members, 

provides a unique approach to the communication behavior between leaders and 

members, choosing to abandon the leader-dominant perspective to studying 

leadership. LMX theory delineates the interaction process between leaders and 

members as a dyadic and mutual communication process. The construct of LMX 

plays an influential role in predicting employee and organizational outcomes as 

demonstrated in several meta-analyses (e.g., Ilies, Nahrang, & Morgeson, 2007; 

Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016). 
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Despite the importance and predictability of LMX, an explicit definition 

and conceptualization of LMX were not provided by studies prior to 2015. Sheer 

(2015) conceptualized LMX as a behavior construct, which described LMX 

behaviors and divided them into four dimensions. These four dimensions, namely 

work communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible work 

exchange, and tangible social exchange, provide insight into leader–member 

interactions in organizations. The current study aimed to understand and 

investigate leader–member exchange behaviors in Chinese organizations using the 

four-dimensional LMX-Comm framework. 

Communication in Leadership 

Both verbal and nonverbal communication are an ineluctable and essential 

element of daily life. The crucial role of communication in leadership has been 

noticed by researchers and is considered capable of influencing whole 

organizations (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011). In organizations, 

communication is a key element in the daily interactions between leaders and 

members and the primary element of leadership (Fairhurst, 2010). In the process 

of leveraging leadership, communication messages are exchanged between 

leaders and members. 

Communication is the primary element of leadership, and leadership is a 

process of communication (Fairhurst, 2010). Communication has been discussed 

by leadership research as the center of the leadership process (e.g., Frese, Beimel, 

& Schoenborn, 2003; Towler, 2003). Therefore, in defining leadership behaviors, 

communication is a significant aspect. Nevertheless, communication processes are 

often overlooked or neglected by organization scholars. Their focus is often on the 

factors that influence leadership quality, outcomes, and so forth. Even when 
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considering leaders’ behaviors and actions in practical scenarios, such as in 

contingency theory, communication elements are neglected or placed in minor 

positions (Junker & van Dick, 2014). However, one of the core elements of 

leadership is the interpersonal communication style of the leader (De Vries, 

Bakker-Pieper, & Oostenveld, 2010). Consequently, studying leadership from the 

perspective of communication is of significance. 

Communication is a goal-driven process of delivering and using the 

symbols to create shared meanings, which enables humans to communicate the 

past, present, and future (Hackman & Johnson, 2013). In leadership studies, the 

importance of communication in leadership has drawn the attention of various 

scholars (e.g., Cromer, 2009; Fairhurst, 2010). The influence through leadership is 

behavioral and must be achieved through verbal and nonverbal communication 

behaviors. 

Leadership styles can be differentiated by communication patterns (De 

Vries et al., 2010). Charismatic-transformational leadership, for example, a 

consideration communication style, is normally human-orientated and related to a 

charismatic leadership style (De Vries, Roe, & Taillieu, 2002). In 

transformational and transactional leadership, communication styles differ. For 

transformational leaders, listening to and focusing on the members’ needs and 

their conversation are essential aspects of leadership implementation; for 

transactional leaders, the communication between leaders and members pertains 

only to tasks and members’ needs and explanations are often neglected (Sadeghi 

& Pihie, 2012). As an essential element in leadership, the investigation of 

communication should never be ignored. 
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Despite the abovementioned significance of communication in leadership 

studies, communication often is often taken as a variable or a facet of leadership, 

instead of as the focal construct of leadership (Fujii, 2014). Throughout the 

development of prominent leadership theories, from trait theory to behavior 

theory to contingency theory, communication has rarely been emphasized as the 

center. Therefore, this study aims to address the importance of communication 

and investigate leader–member interactions through the lens of communication. 

To do this, this thesis investigates LMX from the perspective of communication 

and tries to delineate exchange behaviors in LMX. 

Leader-member Exchange 

Overview of leader-member exchange theory. Of all leadership theories, 

LMX theory is one of the few that emphasizes a two-way communication process 

between leaders and members. As the LMX field has developed, the research 

focus has shifted from the role of theory in initial theoretical works (e.g., 

Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975; Graen & Cashman, 1975) to a social exchange 

theory that portrays the relationship between leaders and members as mutual. In 

LMX theory, the exchange between leaders and members is emphasized, and the 

reciprocity relationship between leaders and members is the focus. 

Leader–member exchange theory is based on role theory. Social exchange 

theory was later introduced to portray the exchange element in the communication 

dyad of leaders and members. Leaders and members develop different exchanges 

through the processes of role development. Leaders tend to exchange more 

physical resources and allocate more role responsibilities to those with whom they 

share a closer interpersonal relationship. They take on the contract-based 

responsibilities within formal working relationships. 
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The exchange quality varies from high to low and can predict different 

organizational outcomes. High-quality exchanges may result in positive 

organizational outcomes, such as satisfaction level (e.g., Liao, Hu, Chung, Chen, 

2017), organizational commitment, and task performance (e.g., Breevaart, Bakker, 

Demerouti, & van den Heuvel, 2015; Kim, Liu, & Diefendorff, 2015). In 

comparison, low-quality exchanges may result in lower satisfaction level, less 

commitment, and worse performance. 

Communication in leader-member exchange. Leader–member exchange 

is a social exchange process in which leaders and members voluntarily exchange 

tangibly or intangibly. Instead of defining LMX as trust or other cognitive 

constructs, the exchange behaviors and content should be identified as LMX. In 

LMX theory, both the role development process and the exchange involve 

communication elements. The processes of role making, role taking, and role 

routinizing all require communication to facilitate the interaction. In the process 

of LMX behavior, communication is an inevitable element. 

As mentioned previously, in the conceptualization of the LMX construct, 

communication is a crucial aspect. Despite the importance of communication, the 

leader-member dyadic communication contents have not been extensively studied 

previously, especially not in the Chinese context. This study, therefore, 

investigates the topics of the daily communication between supervisor and 

subordinates, focusing on discussions of work tasks and brief chats. 

Four-dimensional LMX-Comm. Sheer (2015) proposed a four-

dimensional conceptualization of the LMX construct. To observe and measure 

LMX behaviors in an organizational context, Sheer categorized LMX into 

communication/tangible and work/social, producing four types of LMXs: work 



 
 

6 

communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible work 

exchange, and tangible social exchange. These four facets can facilitate a 

systematic understanding of leader–member two-way interactions and behaviors 

in organizations and can help to categorize these interactions in a relatively 

systematic and observable way. The present study adopted the LMX framework 

to guide the interviews and thematic analysis. 

Purposes of the Study 

To develop a comprehensive understanding of LMX behaviors in Chinese 

organizations, a thematic analysis of leader–member interactions was conducted 

using the LMX-Comm model. The LMX themes identified are examined in the 

present paper to determine the validity of the four-faceted LMX model. An in-

depth examination of the different themes under each of the four aspects of LMX-

Comm—work communication exchange, social communication exchange, 

tangible work exchange, and tangible social exchange—is the main purpose of 

this study. This current research also aims to address the importance of 

communication elements in LMX. Additionally, the present study would like to 

investigate the communication channels used by supervisor–subordinate dyads in 

Chinese organizations. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter first provides an overview of the origin of LMX. Then, LMX 

theory before 2015 is discussed, and the central construct is illustrated. After the 

review of the theory and construct, a new four-dimensional framework of LMX is 

illustrated for a better understanding of interactions between supervisors and 

subordinates.   

As the main focus of this study, interactions between supervisor and 

subordinate are reviewed following the four-dimensional framework of LMX. 

Detailed examples and previous research result on the salient themes regarding 

different types of LMX are presented. 

In addition to presenting communication behaviors and interactions 

between supervisors and subordinates, workplace communication channels are 

also introduced and reviewed to outline the advantages and drawbacks of each 

communication channel as well as its function (i.e., for work communication or 

social communication).  

Lastly, Chinese culture and the guanxi embedded in Chinese organizations 

are briefly reviewed to help ground this study firmly within the Chinese context.  

LMX Theory 

Origin of LMX theory. As one of the foremost leadership theories 

portraying the dyadic relationship between an individual subordinate and a leader, 

LMX theory has continued to grow and evolve since its inception more than 40 

years ago (Bauer & Erdogan, 2015; Erdogan & Liden, 2002). LMX was originally 

coined by Dansereau and colleagues (e.g., Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975; 

Liden & Graen, 1980). Dansereau et al. (1975) challenged the notion that 

subordinates are basically the same and uniform, and that leaders exhibit 
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prescribed behaviors toward each subordinate, and thereby shifted the attention of 

leadership scholars from the traditional view of leadership theories and fixed 

leadership styles to the individualized dyadic relationship between leaders and 

subordinates (Bauer & Erdogan, 2015; Omilion-Hodges, Ptacek, & Zerilli, 2016). 

LMX was originally based on role theory (Graen & Scandura, 1987) to 

illustrate relationship development and role stabilization and then borrowed from 

social exchange theory to position the leader–member relationship in a mutually 

reciprocal social exchange process in leader–member dyads (Bernerth, 

Armenakis, Feild, Giles, & Walker, 2007). The leader–member relationship 

evolves during the process of role taking, role making, and role routinizing (Tse, 

Lam, Lawrence, & Huang, 2013). Dansereau et al. (1975) depicted the ways in 

which leaders are prone to differentiate their behaviors toward different members 

in different leader–member dyads, as well as the characteristics of unique dyadic 

relationships, which are different from individual to individual, ranging from low 

quality, as simply transactional employment relationships based on contracts 

(Bernerth et al., 2007), to high quality, as mutually inclusive, affecting, trusting, 

and respecting relationships (Dulebohn et al., 2012). The purposes of the LMX 

construct are to measure the “exchange” within the leader–member dyad and, 

more importantly, to predict organizational outcomes, which is a more robust 

method than simply predicting organizational outcomes according to supervisors’ 

behavior (Burns & Otte, 1999). According to various empirical studies and meta-

analyses, LMX is a significant predictor of many organizational outcomes, 

including job performance, job satisfaction, OCB, and turnover rate. 

Leader-member exchange theory prior to 2015. LMX theory focuses on 

the relationship between leaders and members. The theory describes how leaders 
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differentiate their behaviors toward their followers via different exchange types, 

and how such a differentiated exchange process leads to different types of 

relationships and exchange qualities. The relationship between leaders and 

members is stabilized via role taking, role making, and role routinizing. And 

because of limited time and resources, leaders develop differentiated relationships 

with different members. Consequently, the members’ responsibilities, decision 

making, access to resources, and performance may be influenced by the quality of 

the exchange (Dansereau et al., 1975). High-quality LMX is associated with 

positive outcomes, whereas low-quality LMX results in negative organizational 

outcomes (T, Hu, Liden, & Vidyarthi, 2011; Dulebohn et al., 2012; Gerstner & 

Day, 1997; Ilies et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2016). Generally speaking, LMX 

theory depicts the connections between constructs, role development, relationship 

quality, LMX, and outcomes.  

LMX has been given various definitions in the past 40 years of its 

evolution, although many of these definitions did not fulfill the purpose of 

portraying the “exchange” in LMX. Indeed, LMX is fundamentally social, within 

which social exchange resides (Bernerth et al., 2007). As a featuring element of 

leadership and leader–member interaction (Fairhurst, 2010), communication 

behaviors are entailed in LMX. In the two-way communication process, leaders 

and members both voluntarily contribute to the relationship through tangible and 

intangible exchange behaviors that directly pertain to work or social intentions 

(Bernerth et al., 2007). The exchange between leader and member is mutual and 

reciprocal, while the commodities of exchange are not necessarily the same from 

the give to the return.   
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Due to the inherent differentiating consequence brought about by role 

development, limited time and resources will be differentially allocated to 

members with different roles, and the quality of LMX will range from low to 

high. Low-quality LMX and high-quality LMX can yield different organizational 

outcomes. Leaders develop a close relationship (in-group) with a few members 

and lead the remaining members by the formal authority entitled by the contract 

(out-group). The different roles that the leader and member take facilitate different 

relationships and consequently different interaction patterns and communication 

behaviors.  

Those with low-quality LMX (e.g., out-group members) are prone to 

exhibit exchange behavior less often, and the interactions are inclined to pertain to 

tasks instead of personal interactions with social intentions. The relationship 

between out-group members and leader is more transactional, i.e., they just do the 

tasks required by the employment contract. Consequently, negative organizational 

outcomes might be induced (Hu & Liden, 2013; Li & Liao, 2014), such as less job 

satisfaction, less organizational commitment, or even poor task performance.  

For those with high-quality LMX (e.g., in-group members), interactions 

between leaders and members could be closer, and exchange in terms of either 

tangible or intangible commodities is likely to be more frequent. The members 

will receive more information, trust, personal concern, etc., and will in return be 

more dependable and communicative. In other words, high-quality LMX between 

leaders and members could facilitate more socio-emotional exchange 

(Schriesheim, Castro, & Cogliser, 1999). High-quality LMX could predict better 

attitudinal (e.g., Erdogan & Enders, 2007), behavioral (e.g., Bauer Erdogan, 

Liden, & Wayne, 2006; Kim, Lee, & Carlson, 2010), and perceptual (e.g., 
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Erdogan & Bauer, 2010; Kim & George, 2005) outcomes (Dulebohn et al., 2012). 

High-quality LMX is normally found to be related to essential organizational 

outcomes, such as better member performance (Rockstuhl, Dulebohn, Ang, & 

Shore, 2012), higher employee satisfaction levels and organizational commitment 

(Torka, Schyns, & Looise, 2010), and a reduced turnover rate (Bauer et al., 2006).   

LMSX as a behaviorally-orientated LMX construct. Different 

conceptualizations of LMX and various scales have been developed to capture the 

LMX construct. Several of them, such as LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), have 

continued to be adopted in recent studies (e.g., He, An, & Zhang, 2019). The steps 

of refining and re-building LMX constructs have never ceased. Over the past four 

decades, scholars have developed several other LMX scales, including LMX-

MDM (Liden & Maslyn, 1998) and LMSX (Bernerth et al., 2007). Among them, 

LMSX takes the perspective of social exchange and builds the conceptualization 

of LMX in a behavioral orientation. The exchange content of LMX was addressed 

in Bernerth et al.’s study, which defined LMX as “the perception held by 

subordinates as to whether or not voluntary actions on their part will be returned 

by the supervisor in some way” (p. 985). The unspecified return by the recipient 

to maintain a relatively equal input and output in the social transaction, as 

described in Blau (1964), was emphasized. The conceptualization of LMSX was 

deductively derived from Blau’s illustration of social exchange. From the final 

scale developed and validated in their study, unspecified behaviors in unspecified 

situations portraying give and return were used to serve as the measurement items, 

such as “do something,” “balance of input and output,” “give effort,” and 

“voluntary action.” As one of the purposes of this study, LMX themes were 
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generated, and the specific communication content and behaviors in different 

situations were specified and illustrated.  

LMX Reconceptualized as Communication Processes 

Owing to the aforementioned positive implications, LMX serves as an 

important construct in organizational and leadership studies. Nonetheless, a clear 

and identical construct was not measured with appropriate measures due to the 

absence of an explicit definition.   

Conceptually, LMX is communicative, entailing two-way, mutual 

interaction between leaders and members. As a theory rooted in social exchange 

theory, the LMX construct should portray the “exchange.” However, previous 

conceptual definitions of LMX all missed the essential element—exchange—and 

the “exchange”-related constructs did not directly measure the exchange per se. 

Additionally, in the traditional perspective of LMX, the communication elements 

were meant to be examined, although one of the most essential leadership 

elements, communication, was overlooked in studies prior to 2015. Various 

definitions of LMX portray leaders’ characteristics, members’ characteristics, and 

interpersonal relationship attributes (Sheer, 2015), all of which are antecedents of 

LMX, instead of the exchange per se. Even for the most commonly used scale, 

LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), no consistent underlying construct has been 

elucidated (Sheer, 2015). The LMX construct does not portray exchange or 

reciprocity, nor communication processes, even though LMX theory is derived 

from social exchange theory and its focus is on the communication process. 

Communication in LMX. Communication plays an essential role in 

organizational functioning and has been recognized by both practitioners and 

scholars (Michael et al., 2005). Communication links the relationship between 
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subordinates, between subordinates and supervisors, and between supervisors and 

other supervisors. The process of leadership is featured with communication as 

well (Fairhurst, 2010), and organizations cannot exist independently without 

communication (Tourish, 2014).  

In LMX, communication plays an indispensable role. Due to the important 

role of communication in leadership, LMX, a leadership theory, needs to involve 

communication as the central component. As depicted in Bernerth et al. (2007), 

LMX is fundamentally social. Consequently, to fulfill the social interactions 

between leaders and members, communication assumes the role of connecting the 

dyads. Social behaviors in such a social relationship ineluctably include 

communication behaviors (Sheer, 2015). In this case, communication is meant to 

be the center of LMX.  

Despite the essential nature of communication in LMX, communication 

issues have not been frequently addressed in either theoretical or empirical studies 

(Junker & Van Dick, 2014). The core of leadership, the interpersonal style of the 

leader, should be addressed (De Vries et al., 2010). In the traditional approach, 

leadership scholars investigate leaders’ characteristics, leadership styles, and 

contingency theory, while communication elements are sometimes overlooked 

(Junker & Van Dick, 2014). Communication as a core in leadership has often 

been neglected, and thus communication processes have rarely been examined. In 

LMX studies, research related to LMX often uses the quality of exchange, quality 

of relationship, etc., as the central construct (Schriesheim et al., 1999), and the 

exchange per se is often neglected. Communication, as an important component in 

the exchange process, has been examined as well. LMX has been characterized as 

the attributes of the interpersonal relationship between leaders and members 
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instead of focusing on the exchange behavior per se. For example, in the most 

widely used LMX instrument, LMX-7, mutual trust, which should have been a 

variable used to describe the status of the exchange relationship, is taken as one of 

the items of LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). As the exchange per se is 

missing, communication cannot find a proper angle on which to rest.  

As a leadership construct, LMX should focus on behaviors and 

interpersonal interactions instead of using the attributes of the behaviors and 

interactions to measure the construct. Various leadership styles have been defined 

and conceptualized as a way to define leadership behaviors. For example, 

transformational leadership has been defined to stimulate and motivate followers 

to achieve external goals and to develop their own leadership capacity (Bass & 

Riggio, 2006); ethical leadership is the demonstration of normatively appropriate 

behaviors and the promotion of such behaviors to followers through mutual 

communication (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005). Consequently, the 

behavioral definition of LMX is lacking, and the communication elements of 

LMX are missing. Apart from the absence of communication elements in the 

conceptualization of LMX, the exchange was also neglected. The following 

section illustrates the social exchange embedded in LMX as well as the reciprocal 

relationship between leader and member. 

Social exchange embedded in LMX. As mentioned above, social 

exchange theory has guided LMX and related research in recent years. Social 

exchange theory plays an important role in understanding workplace phenomena 

and behaviors, as the exchange nature of human behavior provides insights into 

research related to leaders, subordinates, working groups, and organizations 

(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Thibaut and Kelley (2017) placed social 
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exchange into a dyadic relationship between two individuals and discussed how 

individuals would act within the interpersonal relationship. De facto, LMX shares 

the same philosophy as social exchange, focusing on the dyadic relationship 

between leaders and members, and should consider the interaction behaviors 

between them (Dulebohn et al., 2012). The dyadic exchange nature of LMX 

makes it different from other top-down-oriented leadership styles in 

understanding the relationship between leaders and members.  

Social exchange is somewhat differentiated from economic exchange in 

the workplace context and is characterized as a relatively long-term exchange 

contract between leaders and members (Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne, 2003). 

Some tangible or intangible exchange commodities are given by one party and 

then simultaneously or later returned with the same or different types of 

commodities. As a social contract between the two parties, the give and return 

may not happen simultaneously; and after the give, there might be a sense of 

obligation to give back (Liden et al., 1997; Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 

2002). If the recipients cannot reciprocate, then they experience a sense of debt 

(Mauss, 2002). In this sense, the return may be stimulated and perpetuated by the 

sense of an obligation to give back. Social exchange is fundamentally embedded 

in LMX theory. And more importantly, the exchange per se is inevitably 

accomplished by the involvement of communication (Farihurst, 2011).  

A new four-dimensional conceptualization of LMX. After the long 

evolution of LMX, an explicit conceptualization was finally introduced in Sheer’s 

(2015) work. In the examination of the previous definition and conceptualization 

of LMX, several elements should be addressed in the new definition of LMX, 

including communication, social exchange, and behaviors. Social exchange 
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should be included in all definitions of LMX due to its exchange-labeled nature. 

Since LMX involves a two-way communication process, leaders and members 

both contribute to the relationship. To portray the LMX construct properly, 

behavior indicators should be introduced that are measurable and observable in 

practical scenarios. Indeed, relationship quality, as one of the three components 

closely related to LMX theory, is an abstract construct to measure and capture, 

especially when simply relying on a cognitive-level measure. As research on the 

antecedents of LMX has demonstrated, interpersonal relationship variables 

(Dulebohn et al., 2012), including perceived similarity, affection, ingratiation, 

self-promotion, assertiveness, and trust, all give rise to LMX. As elucidated, the 

above components of the interpersonal relationship are based on cognitive-level 

analysis and personal affection, which is difficult to reliably measure and observe. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need for a behavioral conceptualization of 

“relationship quality” as the foundation for a reliable and observable measure.  

As a result, a behavior-based conceptualization of LMX that portrays 

mutual communication and interaction should be adopted. In this study, Sheer’s 

(2015) four-dimensional LMX was used to categorize and understand the leader–

member interactions with a well-organized approach. According to Sheer (2015), 

the four dimensions of LMX behaviors are (a) tangible work exchange, (b) work 

communication exchange, (c) tangible social exchange, and (d) social 

communication exchange (Sheer, 2015). With the help of such a definition, 

exchange behaviors could be more explicitly identified. The four-dimension LMX 

framework was named LMX-Comm in this study. 

The four dimensions of LMX are illustrated in Table 1 below. The 

abbreviation X represents exchange.   
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Table 1  

Four Dimensions of LMX-Comm 

 Work X Social X 
Tangible X Tangible Work X Tangible Social X 
Communication X Work Communication X Social Communication X 

 

According to Sheer’s (2015) description, the four dimensions can be 

elaborated as follows. Tangible work exchange includes bartering services, 

compensation, work rewards (e.g., promotions and development opportunities), 

commodities, working time, and work tasks for organizational goals. In tangible 

social exchange, the exchange behaviors are not directly related to work. Leaders 

and members exchange favors, gifts, or commodities for interpersonal social 

purposes. Work communication exchange refers to the process of leaders and 

members sharing ideas and giving feedback related to organizational policy, tasks, 

development, rewards, interpersonal relationships, and other work-related 

problems. Lastly, social communication exchange denotes the discussion of non-

work issues, including family issues, auxiliary activities, societal issues, or other 

communication behaviors related to impression management, self-interest, and 

social relationships. The four dimensions of LMX were introduced to portray 

leader–member interactions, although the validity of the four dimensions is still 

debated. Additionally, as a well-organized framework, LMX-Comm could help to 

understand the leader–member relationship and its interactions. In this case, the 

current study first asks whether the four dimensions could be present in Chinese 

organizations. 

RQ1: Do the four dimensions of LMX hold up in Chinese organizations? 
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Leader-member Interactions 

 As depicted in the new conceptualization of LMX, interactions between 

leaders and members can be divided into four dimensions (Sheer, 2015). As a 

conceptualization focusing on the behavioral and observable aspect of leader–

member interactions, the four-dimensional framework of LMX could help to 

illustrate workplace interactions between supervisors and subordinates in a well-

organized way. In this section, different leader–member interactions and 

behaviors under the four dimensions of LMX are reviewed to help understand 

LMX behaviors in Chinese organizations. The interactions between supervisors 

and subordinates were reviewed in an organized way with the help of the four-

dimensional LMX-Comm due to the lack of a structured framework and a good 

taxonomy for understanding leader–member interactions, one which illustrates 

LMX behaviors.  

Work communication exchange. As illustrated in Sheer’s (2015), work 

communication exchange denotes information sharing and the exchange of 

opinions related to work or workplace issues within a leader–member dyad. In the 

process of work communication, leaders and members share information with 

each other and discuss their own ideas on work-related issues, which could 

facilitate organizational learning (Crouse, Doyle, & Young, 2011), decision 

making (Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & Drasgow, 2000), and so on. The following 

work communication aspects have generally been reviewed: information sharing, 

decision making, performance feedback, and gossiping and venting. These four 

aspects of communication are shown to be mutual processes in this study, 

especially in the later data analysis and results, even though the original definition 

of communication or studies on its aspects does not always stress the exchange 
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element. This study attempted to differentiate between exchange and non-

exchange leader–member interactions to keep the focus on LMX. The first three 

aspects were all related to positive communication content, which could bring 

about positive organizational outcomes. The last aspect, gossiping and venting, 

however, might involve some negative information. 

Information sharing. As a process of organizational and workplace 

learning, information sharing takes an essential role in the organization (Crouse et 

al., 2011). In communications between leaders and members, which could be 

labeled as LMX, information processes are mainly informal, existing outside of 

the classroom and limited to interpersonal communication. Information-sharing 

processes could help individuals and organizations to adapt to challenges of the 

evolving environment (Doyle & Young, 2007). As a key domain in organizational 

behavior, information sharing contributes to organizational effectiveness (Kim, 

Han, Son, & Yun, 2016; Quigley, Tesluk, Locke, & Bartol, 2007).  

In the process of information sharing, various types of work-related 

information are exchanged between supervisors and subordinates. According to 

one qualitative study (Du, Liu, Zhu, & Chen, 2013), the content of information 

sharing can be classified into four aspects: ideas, sources, resources, and 

documents. As in the work communication domain, communication of 

information and the information-sharing process are mostly work task-driven. 

Supervisors and subordinates offer each other many insights into work-related 

issues, and it is taken as one of the preferred information sources (Sia, 2005). The 

internal members (i.e., supervisors and co-workers) not only give verbal 

information directly but can also give the information source or document source 

to each other to facilitate work efficiency. Importantly, the information provided 
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by internal colleagues or supervisors were deemed reliable for use (Allard, 

Levine, & Tenopir, 2009).  

When driven by work tasks, information-providing and information-

seeking processes should pertain to the work tasks per se. According to Du et al. 

(2013), the taxonomy of work tasks that motivate information seeking illustrate 

the information needed in the daily communication process at work. A total of 11 

types of work tasks require information-seeking behaviors. As the research 

subjects of Du et al.’s (2013) study were marketing professionals, only some of 

the work tasks were generic, i.e., applicable to all types of industries, including 

administrative tasks, competitor analysis, market potential analysis, report 

writing, planning and development, and training and development. Many of the 

work tasks that facilitate information seeking were shown in Allard et al. (2009) 

as well. The abovementioned work tasks could be applied to a typical 

organizational context without many industry-specific characteristics.  

Consequently, the leader–member dyad would share information related to 

administrative tasks (i.e., tasks related to the specific work role responsibilities), a 

company’s future strategic planning, and personal training and development 

issues (Du et al., 2013). 

Decision making involvement. In the process of mutual communication 

between a supervisor and subordinates, the supervisor may involve subordinates 

in decision-making processes. The two parties in the communication dyad both 

contribute to the communication and exchange of their ideas on work-related 

issues. This is in line with the description of participative leadership, which 

enables employees to make organizational decisions and engage in the decision-

making process (Chen & Tjosvold, 2006; Kaufman, 2001; Kim, 2002).  
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In Kim’s (2002) conceptualization of participative management, the 

contributions to organizational decision making are stressed. The supervisor, 

through effective communication (i.e., effective listening and discussion), 

exchanges ideas and contributes to the betterment of the organization.  

Involvement in the decision-making process could be taken as a work 

communication process due to the fact that the leader is not the only one who 

makes decisions; subordinates also contribute their own ideas and efforts in the 

decision-making processes. The leader can take a subordinate’s suggestion or 

decision into consideration, and the two parties in the communication dyad can 

thereby share their own opinions on work-related issues. The leader and 

subordinate could openly discuss issues and consequently achieve high-quality 

decision making (Poon, Pike, &Tjosvold, 2001).  

Performance communication. As another essential aspect of 

organizational learning (Greve, 2003), performance feedback can give 

information to subordinates that is related to their own problems, consequently 

helping them to adjust their working behaviors and attitudes. Traditionally, 

performance feedback a form of communication that traditionally conceived as 

supervisor-dominant process (Moss, Sanchez, Brumbaugh, & Borkowski, 2009). 

Apart from passively waiting for feedback from their supervisor, the subordinates 

also have the opportunity to actively seek advice and feedback from their 

supervisor and to share their ideas about their own performance and how to 

improve the effectiveness of work (e.g., Lee, Park, Lee, & Lee, 2007). Feedback 

has also been deemed an essential process in facilitating organizational 

effectiveness (London & Sessa, 2006).  
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Performance feedback normally occurs from the top down, i.e., from the 

supervisor to the subordinate, but it can also occur from the bottom up should the 

subordinate actively seek out feedback (Lee et al., 2007). In the process of 

feedback seeking, both explicit and implicit questions could be asked to elicit 

diagnostic answers regarding performance, errors, and corrections from the 

supervisor (Ashford, 1989; Sherf & Morrison, 2020). The communication content 

between the supervisor and subordinates could involve formal or informal, 

positive or negative, or direct or indirect communication about work performance 

(Ashford & Tsui, 1991).  

Work-related gossip. Apart from the abovementioned three categories of 

work communication, the supervisor and subordinate can also gossip about 

others’ work-related issues at the workplace. As defined in Kurland and Pelled 

(2000), gossip is informal and evaluative talk about other people who are not 

present. Gossip can be divided into job-related and non-job-related gossip (Kuo, 

Chang, Quinton, Lu, & Lee, 2015). Gossip does not necessarily include negative 

information, as it can focus on positive evaluations or information (Kurland & 

Pelled, 2000). Additionally, workplace gossip does not always impede the 

effectiveness of the organization, since it can have a positive impact on the 

functionalization of the whole organization (Grosser, Kidwell, & Labianca, 2012). 

As identified by Kuo et al. (2015), job-related gossip can be positive or 

negative, and the topics of gossip can involve job performance, work engagement, 

credibility and experience, interpersonal skills, and demonstration of job morality. 

Although these topics can be raised by either party in the communication dyad, 

they are primarily voiced by the supervisor, as it is the supervisor who possesses 

more power in the organization (Kurland & Pelled, 2000).  
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Although workplace gossip may not relate to the work tasks of the 

gossiper or the subject of the gossip in terms of the above three aspects 

(information sharing, decision-making involvement, and performance feedback), 

the communication will still pertain to the work context and will be engaged in by 

the two parties of the leader–member dyad.  

Additionally, work-related gossip can be seen as a meaning creation 

process, and supervisors can be seen as the meaning maker when discussing 

work-related gossip (Kuo et al., 2018). Work-related gossip can facilitate 

subordinates to self-regulate and modify their perceptions and attitudes (Gkorezis, 

Petridou, & Xanthiakos, 2014). This is because exposure to a supervisor’s work-

related gossip would prompt subordinates to regulate their behaviors in order to 

meet workplace standards (Brockner & Higgins, 2001). 

In this study, workplace gossip and complaints were differentiated from 

each other. Gossip was regarded as pertaining to the behaviors of others outside 

the leader–member dyad; whereas complaints were regarded as personally 

relevant to either party in the leader–member dyad. 

Work complaint. To clarify understanding of negative topics at the 

workplace, work-related gossip was considered in this study to be positive or 

negative communication about others’ behaviors. The original definition of gossip 

is broad and could have therefore led to difficulty understanding negative topics at 

the workplace. Therefore, complaints were considered as a separate topic, one 

denoting talking about the personal negative experiences of either party in the 

communication dyad. For example, a personal negative experience with another’s 

bad performance was taken to be a work-related complaint.  
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The topics of work complaints could be various, related to others’ bad 

performance which have negative impacts on the supervisor or the subordinate 

(Kuo et al., 2015), a company’s complex procedures, and so on. More topics 

concerning complaints are discussed later in the data analysis section.  

After reviewing the literature related to work communication exchange 

between supervisors and subordinates in Chinese organizations, this study 

investigated the salient themes of work communication exchange, the results of 

which are presented in later sections. 

RQ2: What are the salient themes for work communication exchange in 

Chinese organizations?  

Social communication exchange. Apart from work communication, 

supervisors and subordinates also engage in social communication, which is not 

directly related to work. As an inevitable process in daily communication, social 

communication between the supervisor and the subordinate can cover a wide 

range of topics related to the life experiences of either party (i.e., gossip). Such 

conversations could occur during work or after work, and through face-to-face 

communication or via social media. Below, different types of social 

communication exchange and different topics that could be mentioned by the 

supervisor and subordinate are illustrated. The communication dyad might engage 

in small talk, gossip, and even complaints.  

Small talk. In the daily interactions between the supervisor and the 

subordinate, small talk serves a crucial social function, as it does on any other 

occasion (Holmes, 2005). This is because small talk can facilitate or strengthen 

interpersonal relationships between individuals (Coupland, 2003). Indeed, small 
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talk in workplace communication has been shown to improve interpersonal 

relationships between co-workers (Keyton et al., 2013).  

According to a qualitative study by Holmes (2005), the topics of small talk 

are various, including the weather conditions, health status (e.g., “how are you?”), 

non-work social activities (e.g., previous joyful activity experience), sport events 

(e.g., “a great match”), generalized complaints about social conditions and 

economies (e.g., “the stock market crashed”), and appreciation of one’s 

appearance (e.g., praise for one’s appearance). Additionally, according to Holmes 

(2014) and Tracy and Naughton (2014), other topics, such as holidays, clothing, 

pets, shopping, childcare, politics and world affairs, and educational, 

entertainment, and social activities are frequent topics of small talk. 

Small talk covers various topics related to personal issues, social issues, 

and so on, and typically involve the sharing of personal experiences and 

problems, and inquiries about such problems, even if only as a social courtesy 

(Tracy & Naughton, 2014). Supervisors and subordinates can engage in small talk 

on many occasions to maintain mutually beneficial social interaction. The topics 

of leader–member social communication in Chinese organizations are discussed 

in later sections.  

Non-work gossip. Similar to job-related gossip, in social communication, 

non-job-related gossip can also involve positive and negative information 

regarding a third individual who is not present (Kuo et al., 2015; Kurland & 

Pelled, 2000). Non-work gossip also denotes the discussion of other individual’s 

life experience. Such gossip does not always have negative connotations or 

consequences, and could even involve praise of a third individual’s personal life 

and non-job issues. 
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According to Kuo et al. (2015), non-job-related gossip includes the 

following topics: joyful (e.g., purchasing a new car) or sorrow (e.g., car accident) 

life events, a new friendship, marriage or engagement, a break-up or divorce, or 

interactions and relationships with children or other family members. These topics 

are mostly related to the social interactions of the subject of the gossip, including 

interactions with partners, friends, children, family members, and so on.  

The gossip may mention the subject’s colleagues, leaders, company 

executives, and so on. At the workplace, the gossip could indeed facilitate 

reciprocity at the group level and improve group dynamics as a form of 

information exchange (Kuo et al., 2015; Sommerfeld, Krambeck, Semmann, & 

Milinski, 2007). While there are some points of view that claim that gossip may 

have negative effects on groups or organizations (McAndrew, Bell, & Garcia, 

2007), the overall influence of gossip has generated controversary in previous 

studies.  

Non-work complaint. The communication dyad might involve complaints 

and venting about negative life events or emotions. Complaints are ubiquitous in 

social interactions (Alicke et al., 1992). Complaints here denote non-instrumental 

complaints, as differentiated from instrumental complaints (Heck, Bedeian, & 

Day, 2005)—for example, consumer service complaints. Non-instrumental 

complaints only serve as an expression of personal feelings, such as frustration or 

dissatisfaction.  

According to Alicke et al. (1992), in social interactions, individuals might 

complain about issues related to the self, to others, or to non-personal issues, and 

the topics of such complaints can be classified into eight main categories: 

expression of attitude or emotions (i.e., opinions about events, dissatisfaction with 
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issues), behaviors (i.e., complaints about a specific behavior or a behavioral 

tendency), physical state (i.e., dissatisfaction with the physical condition of an 

individual, including fatigue, weight, pain, hunger, and sickness), failure to meet 

expectations (i.e., failing to attain a specific level of task performance), 

obligations (i.e., not fulfilling or not willing to fulfill an obligation or 

commitment), disappointment (i.e., complaints about the service or product 

received as a consumer), obstacles to attaining goals (i.e., difficulties in 

completing a task or achieving a goal), and desire for change (i.e., counterfactual 

complaints about life). As noted, most venting or complaints are not instrumental 

and only express frustration from the perspective of the complaint maker (Alicke 

et al., 1992).  

The above discussion reviewed the social communication between the 

supervisor and subordinates in Chinese organizations. This study aimed to explore 

the themes of social communication exchange in Chinese organizations to 

understand interactions between supervisors and subordinates. 

RQ3: What are the salient themes for social communication exchange in 

Chinese organizations?  

Tangible work exchange. Apart from communication exchange, 

according to Sheer (2015), the supervisor and the subordinate may also exchange 

commodities and services with each other. In the workplace, they may engage in 

tangible work exchange with each other and have interactions that pertain to the 

work task per se to serve organizational goals.  

Helping behavior. In organizational settings, helping behaviors have been 

noted as one of the most salient factors in organizational citizenship behaviors, 

which have a large impact on organizational performance (Whiting, Podsakoff, & 
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Pierce, 2008). Helping behaviors in the organizational context have been defined 

as a voluntary offer to help co-workers or colleagues on work-related issues 

(Mossholder, Richardson, & Settoon, 2011). As a consequence, helping behaviors 

have been studied in social exchange and LMX contexts to predict positive 

organizational outcomes (Chou & Stauffer, 2016). As classified in Spitzmuller 

and Van Dyne (2013), helping behaviors can be classified into two types, namely 

proactive and reactive. The provider and recipient of help engage in an exchange 

relationship in order to deal with a task-oriented problem or issue.  

A more precise classification of helping behaviors by Chou and Stauffer 

(2016) classifies them into three forms, namely unsolicited proactive help (i.e., 

voluntary behaviors to address future task-related issues without being asked), 

unsolicited reactive help (i.e., voluntary behaviors to address task-related issues 

that the helper perceives or sees without being asked), and solicited reactive help 

(i.e., voluntary behaviors to address task-related issues that are prompted by 

someone other than the helper). The supervisor and the subordinates can 

voluntarily provide help in all three conditions and thereby engage in a social 

exchange process. 

Additionally, helping behavior at the workplace can be conceptualized as 

personal- and task-oriented (Dudley & Cortina, 2008). Personal-oriented help 

involves self-esteem maintenance behavior and personal problem-solving 

behaviors. Personal-oriented help behaviors often include emotional support on 

issues relevant to the person. Task-oriented help behaviors, on the other hand, 

only address work tasks. These behaviors are often informational or instrumental, 

aimed at helping the individual to finish the task (Mossholder et al., 2011).  
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Concerning informational help, the helper often shares information with 

the recipient, which could be seen as a form of information sharing. For the clarity 

of the dimensions, information exchange was discussed previously in the section 

on work communication, where it was regarded as communication exchange.  

Concerning instrumental help, as defined in Chan (2013), instrumental 

help seeking is triggered when the seeker cannot accomplish a task. Consequently, 

the helper contributes to finishing the job instead of offering information or 

feedback. The supervisor and the subordinate give instrumental help to each other 

to help finish the task.  

Compensation and reward. At the workplace, except for the instrumental 

help provided by either party of the leader–member dyad, another form of 

exchange occurs as well: compensation and reward. This type of exchange could 

be viewed as give and return in a different format. The subordinates exert more 

effort or accrue more benefits for the organization or team, while the supervisor or 

HR system reciprocates, i.e., give back, in the form of financial benefits and/or 

services to the subordinates (Singh, 2007).  

Compensation involves many aspects, including direct compensation and 

indirect compensation (Singh, 2007). Direct compensation denotes financial 

remuneration for working overtime, allowance, incentives, and so on (Gupta & 

Shaw, 2014). Indirect compensation includes medical insurance or sick leave. As 

a crucial part of the HR system, compensation and reward can greatly impact the 

job performance, motivation, and workplace attitudes of employees (Dineen & 

Williamson, 2012). As noted by Singh (2007), compensation can be seen as an 

exchange between the employer and the employees. 



 
 

30 

Money could be a motivator for the subordinate, while the power is 

limited (Singh, 2007). Non-financial rewards provided by the supervisor or the 

organization could play an important role as well (Schlechter, Thompson, & 

Bussin, 2015). Employers could give non-financial rewards to their employees to 

give credit to their performance or hard work. Other factors, such as work–life 

balance, career development, and recognition could be viewed as a form of non-

financial reward, one that increases organizational attractiveness and job 

satisfaction (Chiang & Birtch, 2012; Schlechter et al., 2015). In daily interactions 

between supervisors and subordinates, compensation and reward are another form 

of tangible work exchange behavior, as discussed in later sections.  

This section presented previous research results and themes for tangible 

work exchange interactions between supervisors and subordinates in Chinese 

organizations. This qualitative study explored these themes as derived from 

interviews and investigated them in terms of tangible work exchange, as outlined 

in later sections.  

RQ4: What are the salient themes for tangible work exchange in Chinese 

organizations?  

Tangible social exchange. The last dimension of LMX-Comm is tangible 

social exchange, which denotes the tangible exchange of gifts or services, or 

participation in joint activities aimed at increasing the quality of social 

relationships (Sheer, 2015). The supervisor and the subordinate may swap or 

exchange gifts, join social activities, or do favors for each other to build an 

intimate social relationship. 

Non-work activity. Apart from workplace activities, the supervisor and the 

subordinate may also engage in after-work activities for social purposes. There 
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are various types of social activities that can be jointly attended by the supervisor 

and the subordinate. According to Bränholm and Fugl-Meyer (1994) and the 

original interest checklist developed by Matsutsuyu (1969), there are several non-

work activities in which people can engage, although only some of them can be 

attended by more than one individual. Several types of non-work activities in 

which the supervisor and the subordinate can participate are identified here, 

including some social activities and some outdoor/indoor activities (Matsutsuyu, 

1969). Social activities include games (e.g., video games), cinema (e.g., watching 

movies or going to the theater), social events (e.g., parties), social clubs (e.g., 

habitual community), and singing (e.g., karaoke). Outdoor and indoor practical 

activities include physical exercise, playing ball games or other sports, and arts 

and crafts.  

Another phenomenon that was noticed by previous research is that to build 

non-work ties with their supervisor, Chinese subordinates visit the supervisor at 

home and give him or her gifts on special days, such as the Spring Festival 

(Zhang, Li, & Harris, 2015).  

The non-work activities mentioned above could be engaged in by 

supervisors and subordinates in the Chinese context. The data analysis section 

presents more in-depth examples of social activities in light of the dimension of 

tangible social exchange in the context of LMX-Comm.  

Renqing. According to Hwang (1987), renqing in Chinese culture is a 

representation of social exchange concerning favors as gifts between individuals 

to maintain social ties outside of family memberships. An implicit rule and 

constraint aimed at maintaining reciprocal relationships is obeyed by all parties 

involved in the social relationship (Wang, Siu, & Barnes, 2008) to perpetuate 
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mutual trust. The reciprocity norms in Chinese culture compel the favor or gift 

recipient to owe something to the benefactor, which should be returned on other 

occasions (Wang, 2007). According to Redding (1993), mutual trust is embedded 

in Chinese family members, who have a blood relation with each other, while 

individuals outside the family often lack trust. Consequently, both renqing and 

guanxi connect people with a reciprocal tie and establish mutual trust between 

them (Wang et al., 2008). 

In Chinese culture, renqing could be represented in many forms. As 

conceptualized in Wang (2007), renqing exchange was a form of exchange of 

favors, when needed, aimed at repaying favors as a reciprocal act. Other 

dimensions of the conceptualization of renqing in Wang (2007) that are focused 

on the cognitive aspect, such as empathy and consideration, could not be 

considered a tangible social exchange behavior between supervisors and 

subordinates.  

Red envelope and gift. As a process of socialization and relationship 

building, exchanging gifts and red envelopes in Chinese culture is a common 

practice and a prevalent tradition (Siu, 2001; Wu & Ma, 2017). People give red 

envelopes to each other on many occasions, such as family reunions (Luo, 2008) 

and business events (Millington, Eberhardt, & Wilkinson, 2005). The giving and 

receiving of red envelopes occur as a way to express well wishes and to build 

social relationships (Millington et al., 2005). 

Giving red envelopes containing cash can be considered old-fashioned, 

with the WeChat red packet becoming increasingly prevalent in Chinese 

organizations (Wu & Ma, 2017). This is because WeChat pay has gradually 
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entered Chinese people’s lives as an important payment channel (Liu, He, & 

Zhang, 2015). 

Other types of gifts can also be given as an expression of kindness to 

maintain social relationships (Skågeby, 2010). In Chinese organizations, 

subordinates may visit their supervisor and give him or her gifts on some special 

occasions, such as the Chinese New Year or the supervisor’s birthday (Zhang et 

al., 2015). Consequently, giving gifts and red envelopes is another form of 

tangible social exchange interaction in Chinese organizations between supervisors 

and subordinates.   

The above paragraphs illustrate some tangible social interactions between 

supervisors and subordinates. As the purpose of this study was to understand 

LMX behaviors, interviews were conducted to gather themes and to determine 

which of them were most salient for tangible social exchange in Chinese 

organizations.  

RQ5: What are the salient themes for tangible social exchange in Chinese 

organizations?  

Communication Channels at the Workplace 

In the process of exploring LMX behaviors in the Chinese context, the 

current research found that the communication channel was another aspect that 

should not be overlooked. Different communication channels carry different kinds 

of information, and the supervisor–subordinate dyad constitutes different types of 

exchange via different channels. In previous studies of LMX, scholars have often 

focused on the LMX construct and its relations with different constructs (i.e., 

antecedents and consequences, or other moderators); meanwhile, communication 

channels were often underexamined, and only a few studies explored 
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communication channels as they relate to LMX theory or to the LMX construct 

(e.g., Sin, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2009; Turnage & Goodboy, 2016). Therefore, 

in this study, communication channels were taken into consideration. This section 

reviewed previous studies on communication channels at the workplace and their 

functions in the process of communication. 

In daily interactions with subordinates, leaders use different types of 

communication channels to communicate and convey information, to deliver 

tasks, to establish relationships, and so on (Braun, Hernandez Bark, Kirchner, 

Stegmann, & Van Dick, 2019). With the development of new technology, the 

communication patterns and use of leadership in contemporary organizations have 

changed (Avolio, Sosik, Kahai, & Baker, 2014). At the workplace, the supervisor 

and the subordinate may use traditional communication channels (e.g., face-to-

face communication, telephone) or computer-mediated communication channels 

(e.g., email, social media) to communicate with each other (Lee, 2010; Turner, 

Qvarfordt, Biehl, Golovchinsky, & Back, 2010). Below, different communication 

channels at the workplace as used in the Chinese context are reviewed.  

Traditional communication channels at the workplace. Traditional 

communication channels denote face-to-face and telephone communication, 

which do not involve newer computer-based technologies. At the workplace, face-

to-face communication and telephone communication are two salient channels 

used by employees to communicate with each other (Braun et al., 2019; Turner et 

al., 2010). 

Face-to-face communication. As one of the most frequently adopted 

forms of communication (Smith, Patmos, & Pitts, 2018) as well as the most 

powerful type of communication, one which enables human beings to 
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immediately and intimately interact with each other (Begley, 2004), face-to-face 

communication is often deemed to be the best communication approach as it 

carries more information than any other communication channel (Ean, 2011). 

Various theoretical perspectives provide support for the superiority of face-to-face 

communication (Rhoads, 2010) compared to other communication channels; these 

perspectives include social presence theory (Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976), 

media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1984; 1986), and time, interaction, and 

performance theory (McGrath, 1990). Various advantages of face-to-face 

communication have been noted, such as immediacy, interactivity, language 

variety, and clarity (e.g., Braun et al., 2019; Ean, 2011; Rhoads, 2010). Both 

leaders and members can negotiate clearly and pass along information with 

explicit explanation and even non-verbal cues to understand tasks and 

consequently increase the efficiency of leadership communication (Braun et al., 

2019; Rhoads, 2010). Face-to-face communication is perceived to be the most 

suitable approach to delivering complex tasks and ambiguous information from 

one person to another in the organization (An & Frick, 2006). Additionally, face-

to-face interaction could also produce various positive outcomes, including 

increased interpersonal relationship satisfaction, better work performance, and 

increased work effectiveness (Ean, 2011; Monzani, Ripoll, Peiró, & van Dick, 

2014; Smith et al., 2018). 

Even though there are various strengths to face-to-face communication, 

some weaknesses should also be addressed. For example, face-to-face 

communication can be time consuming, and the communicating individuals must 

be present physically (Turner et al., 2010) 
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Importantly, the information communicated through face-to-face 

communication should also be addressed, as the research was guided by the four-

dimensional LMX framework. Apparently, at the workplace, face-to-face 

communication can carry not only work-related information but also non-work 

information, which could be viewed as social communication. Apart from work 

communication and information exchange between the supervisor and the 

subordinate, the communication dyad can also engage in small talk, gossip, or 

complaints, as mentioned in previous sections. Individuals might engage in such 

social communications during work time or even after work (Keyton et al., 2013; 

Pullin, 2010). Consequently, work communication exchange and social 

communication exchange can happen via face-to-face communication channels.  

Telephone. Another form of traditional communication still used is 

telephone communication, in which employees discuss both work and non-work 

issues. Similar to face-to-face communication, telephone communication is 

another type of communication channel that generates rich information (Xu, 

Biehl, Rieffel, Turner, & van Melle, 2012) and is as such a preferred 

communication approach (Sias, Gallagher, Kopaneva, & Pedersen, 2012a). 

Telephone communication is normally perceived to be instructive (Turner et al., 

2010; Yuan, Zhao, Liao, & Chi, 2013) in the organizational context. Additionally, 

phone calls are often used for remote communication across time zones (Stich, 

Tarafdar, Cooper, & Stacey, 2017) 

There are some drawbacks to telephone communication at the workplace, 

including the interruption of phone calls and the lack of non-verbal cues (Turner 

et al., 2010; Xu et al., 2012). Additionally, phone call recipients must be available 

when the call is placed; otherwise, information cannot be delivered, as it would in 
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computer-mediated communication channels (Smiths et al., 2018). Such 

disadvantages discourage some employees from making telephone calls. 

The use of telephones to communicate on work or personal issues was 

found in the organizational context (Turner et al., 2010), with individuals using 

telephones for communication exchange (e.g., delivering tasks, exchanging work 

ideas, giving explanations and illustrations), social communication exchange (e.g., 

self-disclosure about personal problems), and both formal and informal types of 

communication (Yuan et al., 2013). Except for routinized work communication 

concerning delivering tasks and instructions, people communicate social 

information via phone calls at the workplace (Hinds & Kiesler, 1995). 

Computer-mediated communication channels at the workplace. With 

the help of new technology, overall communication has increased to a higher level 

(Miller, 2009), and organizational communication is no longer through face-to-

face communication, phone calls, or old-fashioned fax (Maina, 2013). Employees 

in contemporary organizations utilize information communication technologies to 

communicate with each other, such as email, instant messages, and social 

networking sites.  

Email. According to D'Urso and Pierce (2009), email is one of the most 

widely adopted communication channels in the organizational context, where it 

has become an integral part of work communication (Turnage & Goodboy, 2016). 

Email is actually the most used communication tool at the workplace (Stich et al., 

2017). As a formal communication channel (Braun et al., 2019; Ean, 2011), email 

is deemed to be an effective communication channel for transferring information 

(Lee, Kozar, & Larsen, 2005). Additionally, similar with other computer-

mediated communication channels, email can also facilitate communication when 
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the individual is not available or is at a remote location or in a different time zone 

(Ean, 2011).  

Despite the strengths of email communication, emails can also hinder the 

immediacy of communication. Email has also been criticized for a lack of 

language variety (Lee et al., 2005) and informational clarity (Braun et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the ever-increasing volume of emails related to work or non-work 

issues can generate information overload, stress, and even burnout (Dabbish & 

Kraut, 2006; Mano & Mesch, 2010) and email even sometimes is taken as a 

symbol of stress (Barley, Meyerson, & Grodal, 2011) 

Social media and instant message. Social media and instant messaging 

greatly influence information communication in organizations (Maina, 2013). 

Indeed, in the contemporary workplace, email and instant messaging have taken 

the place of faxing or other antiquated communication tools. Social media has 

even decreased people’s desire to communicate face to face (Thatcher & Zhu, 

2006). With the advancement of technology, the synchronicity of communication, 

language variety, and information cues has increased (Sambasevam, Iskandar, 

Arham, & Shohaime, 2017), and the experience of new media communication has 

gradually caught up with the level of openness and transparency typically 

afforded to face-to-face communication (Ou, Sia, & Hui, 2013).  

The applications that employees use in organizations vary from region to 

region. For Chinese organizations, especially in Mainland China, WeChat has 

gradually become the most frequently adopted social media platform regardless of 

differences in organizational work or personal lives (Khan, Si, & Ullah Khan, 

2019). This study conducted interviews with employees from Hong Kong. The 

most widely adopted tool in Hong Kong is WhatsApp (Statista, 2019).  
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The adoption of social media and other new technologies has enabled 

employees to communicate on both work-related and non-work issues and to take 

part in social activities together to foster better interpersonal relationships (Ali-

Hassan, Nevo, & Wade, 2015). Due to the responsiveness and immediacy of 

responses, instant messaging can largely satisfy users and increase the level of 

satisfaction of the communicator and even his or her work performance (Butz & 

Stupnisky, 2017). Social media can facilitate multi-media communication 

between individuals, allowing communicators to exchange various types of 

information and messages (e.g., files, texts, pictures, videos, audios) with each 

other (Sambasevam et al., 2017). Similar to other computer-mediated 

communication channels, social media and instant messaging can also facilitate 

remote communication with individuals who are not physically present at the 

office. 

However, social media and instant messaging might also distract people, 

as they are not formal communication channels, enabling people to communicate 

on personal social issues (Turner et al., 2010), which might in turn hinder 

effective communication between the supervisor and the subordinate. Similar to 

information overload via email, an overwhelming number of instant messages can 

cause stress and other negative employee outcomes as they relate to work-related 

issues (Sheer & Rice, 2017). 

Social media and instant messaging can transmit both work and social 

information at the workplace (Mackiewicz & Lam, 2009), permitting colleagues 

to informally communicate on work-related issues (e.g., send files, deliver tasks, 

review performance) and on social issues. Social media and instant messaging are 
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thus considered to be an effective communication channel concerning non-work 

issues (Ean, 2011).  

RQ6: What communication channels are used in leader-member exchange 

processes in Chinese organizations? 

The Cultural Context of Chinese Organizations 

To understand LMX behaviors, the context of Chinese culture (e.g., 

national culture and organizational culture) should be taken into consideration. As 

this study was conducted in China, how Chinese culture can influence 

communication behaviors needs to be addressed. As leadership exists in all 

cultures throughout human history, cultural factors are often studied when 

investigating leadership issues. Some scholars have voiced the opinion that 

leadership is a culture-free issue (e.g., Hickson, Hinings, & Schwitter, 1974), and 

that attitudes and behaviors are converging due to globalization. However, there is 

an increasing body of evidence to show that despite the plausibility of the culture-

free perspective, what applies to one culture does not necessarily apply to another. 

Consequently, this section addresses the cultural context of this thesis and 

illustrates the uniqueness of Chinese culture.   

LMX is often studied in US or other western cultures, although studies 

from the Chinese context have been increasing in recent years, especially those 

that have examined LMX empirically (e.g., Aryee & Chen, 2006; Gu, Tang, & 

Jiang, 2015; Hui, Law, & Chen, 1999). In US culture, individualism and 

egalitarianism are emphasized; while in Chinese culture, collectivism, familism, 

and obedience to authority are espoused. In Chinese culture, various dimensions 

can be discussed regarding the cultural issue. For example, obedience to authority 

can influence interactions between leaders and members. There is a greater 
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tendency for Chinese members to obey authority and have the expectation that 

their leaders should be autocratic, benevolent, and paternalistic (Frah & Cheng, 

2000; Hackett, Farh, Song, & Lapierre, 2003). However, the discussion of culture 

in this section is more specific so as to gain a better understanding of how culture 

shapes and influences LMX. 

Four basic constructs are depicted in LMX theory: role development, 

relationship quality, LMX, and performance (Sheer, 2015). The foundation of 

LMX is exchange, which is a give-and-return process. In this way, the norm of 

reciprocity in Chinese culture should be discussed. Secondly, in- and out-group 

membership should also be noted. The first three constructs directly relate to the 

LMX process per se, and each address the differentiation of in-group and out-

group membership. Group membership is the outcome of role development 

through the process of role making, role taking, and role routinizing. The quality 

of the relationship will be determined by the in- or out-group members, with in-

group members exchanging more with their leaders in a stabilized relationship. 

Guanxi portrays the two main ideas mentioned above: connection and reciprocity 

(Tsui & Gutek, 1999).   

Guanxi. The term guanxi has extremely broad implications in Chinese 

culture, i.e., its boundary is not clear (Tsui & Gutek, 1999). There are two core 

elements of guanxi, namely the network and reciprocity (e.g., Davies, Leung, 

Luk, & Wong, 1995; Wong, 1998). The “network” denotes the intimacy of the 

interpersonal relationships in which individuals engage (Hackett et al., 2003).   

In-group vs. Out-group. Embedded in Confucianism, Chinese culture 

characterizes individuals as fundamentally social (Tsui & Farh, 1997). 

Consequently, Chinese people often view themselves as inter-dependent with 
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surrounding individuals. As a predominant relational culture, Chinese culture 

involves intimate interpersonal relationships (in- and out-group membership) that 

influence interpersonal behaviors. 

Hwang (1987) put forward three types of exchange relationship in Chinese 

culture: instrumental tie, mixed tie, and expressive tie, representing the stranger, 

the acquaintance, and the partner, respectively. The three types of interpersonal 

relationship largely influence the degree of closeness and strength (Tsui & Farh, 

1997). In the organizational context, the degree of closeness, or the in- and out-

group membership, can influence the exchange behaviors between leaders and 

members. 

Exchange embedded in guanxi. Due to the differentiation of group 

membership and interpersonal relationship intimacy, exchange behaviors from 

individual to individual are differentiated as well. In Chinese culture, the norm of 

reciprocity is embedded heavily in people’s lives, which is another core element 

of guanxi (Tsui & Farh, 1997). Different levels of relationship entail different 

social exchanges. Hwang’s (1987) description of the three levels of relationship as 

stranger, acquaintance, and partner delineate the different levels of reciprocity 

among in-/out-group members. At the level of the stranger (instrumental tie), 

balanced reciprocity is the main behavioral pattern, and an immediate return of 

the same amount of commodities is required, with high immediacy and 

equivalence; for partner (expressive tie), which is characterized as low 

immediacy, low equivalence, and concerning for others, shares the same 

behavioral patterns with expressive tie. In an organizational context, the 

differentiation of interpersonal relationships results in a higher or lower quality of 

exchange, which agrees with the main theory of LMX.  
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In Chinese culture, the governance of guanxi results in a clearer 

demarcation between in-group and out-group (Hackett et al., 2003) and, 

consequently, a more differentiated exchange between different leader–member 

dyads. The fundamental doctrine of LMX can be applied to Chinese culture due to 

the fact that the guanxi culture shares the same core with LMX. This study 

investigated the LMX behaviors in the Chinese context, and the cultural context is 

addressed in this section. This section also attempted to be mindful of Chinese 

cultural and contextual factors in organizations and interpersonal communication 

processes to better understand and interpret the interactions between supervisors 

and subordinates.   

The next chapter introduces the methodology of this study, providing a 

comprehensive introduction of the interview procedures, interviewee information, 

and coding procedures.  

Summary of Research Questions 

RQ1: Do the four dimensions of LMX hold up in Chinese organizations? 

RQ2: What are the salient themes for work communication exchange in 

Chinese organizations?  

RQ3: What are the salient themes for social communication exchange in 

Chinese organizations?  

RQ4: What are the salient themes for tangible work exchange in Chinese 

organizations?  

RQ5: What are the salient themes for tangible social exchange in Chinese 

organizations?  

RQ6: What communication channels are used in leader-member exchange 

processes in Chinese organizations? 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

To understand the communication behaviors within leader–member 

relationships in China, small group interviews were conducted to extract the 

communication patterns in Chinese organizations. Using the four-dimensional 

framework of LMX-Comm, this study coded the interview data and generated 

different themes under the four LMX aspects, ultimately identifying the 

communication channels used in the daily communication process by supervisors 

and subordinates. This chapter provides an overview of the interviews, interview 

participants, interview procedures, and thematic analysis of the interviews. 

Interviews 

To understand the workplace and organizational behaviors and 

phenomena, interviews are considered to be a central approach (Alvesson & 

Ashcraft, 2012). As suggested by Saunders and Townsend (2016), the interview 

sample size should be between 15 to 60 interviews within an organization and 

workplace (O&W) study to gather sufficient data. According to Marshall, Cardon, 

Poddar, and Fontenot (2013), 15 to 30 interviews could also be sufficient. As 

such, this study aimed to recruit 33 interviewees from Chinese organizations and 

group them into 11 groups to conduct the small group interviews and to retrieve 

data useful for understanding the communication behaviors within a leader–

member relationship using the LMX-Comm framework. Eleven small group 

interviews were thus conducted to generate ample descriptions related to 

subordinate–supervisor communication and interaction patterns. Each group 

consisted of three employees from Chinese organizations. Interviews can help the 

researcher to understand the phenomenon and to identify real situations at the 

workplace (Johnson & Rawlands, 2012); they can also help the researcher to 
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gather more information related to attitudes and behaviors in a specific context 

(Bauman & Adair, 1992). The descriptions from the subordinates and supervisors 

provided more insights into daily communications within a leader–member dyad. 

Many of the participants in this study served as supervisors and subordinates 

simultaneously, assuming the work role of middle employees.  

As compared to one-on-one interviews, small group interviews are aimed 

at facilitating interactions among group members and helping the researcher to 

revise and solidify assumptions about the reality of the research object in a social 

context through descriptions, discussions, consensus, and even disagreements 

concerning the research topics (Frey & Fontana, 1991). Apart from interactions 

and communications between the interviewer and interviewees, communications 

between interviewees can stimulate more elaboration on certain topics, and the 

interviewer can ask “what about you” questions to interviewees to obtain more 

solid examples or illustrations.  

In the process of small group interviews, the participants answered the 

interviewer’s questions instead of discussing them with each other first. They 

were asked to describe communication behaviors in their daily lives and with their 

supervisors and subordinates, and to give precise examples. Therefore, this study 

did not need to involve too many participants within one group to facilitate more 

discussion—as in a focus group, which might have even hindered the 

effectiveness of the interview. The purpose of this study was to generate as many 

communication behaviors, related consequences, and contextual information as 

possible, instead of opinions and discussions about a certain topic, which a focus 

group is normally tasked with doing. As one participant answers questions, the 

others must wait, and they might be impatient with waiting. Therefore, this study 
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only involved a small group of people (i.e., three participants), which was 

considered suitable. On the other hand, some answers by one participant might 

stimulate recall by other participants about similar experiences, and thus the 

interviewer could also ask them a “What about you?” question to gather more 

information. Thus, small group interviews were suitable for this study in gathering 

more information related to LMX from the perspective of employees. 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting quarantine and travel 

restrictions, all of the interviews were conducted online through WeChat. Even 

without face-to-face communication, the absence of which would normally limit 

human interaction and prevent the detection of nonverbal cues, the geographical 

restrictions were eliminated due to technological advancements. The interviewees 

were more diverse demographically without geographical limits, and as such the 

sample was more diverse as well.  

Interview Participants 

For the purpose of understanding leader–member interaction behaviors 

within Chinese organizations, this study conducted small group interviews to 

elicit answers and descriptions. The following inclusion criteria were used: 

participants had to either currently have a direct supervisor or have had a direct 

supervisor in the prior two months. In the process of recruiting the interviewees, 

the researcher found that many of the interviewees who had supervisors also had 

their own subordinates. Consequently, mirroring questions about their interactions 

with their subordinates were also asked to gain more insights into the leader–

member relationships within Chinese organizations.  

A total of 11 interviews were conducted from February 2020 to March 

2020. In total, 33 employees from different types of organizations in 10 cities 
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across China were recruited to participate in the study. All of the participants had 

a direct supervisor, and 16 had subordinates. For those who had subordinates, 

questions regarding their interactions with subordinates were asked accordingly. 

The 11 small group interviews were held online via WeChat. The detailed 

demographic information of the participants is listed in Table 2 below, including 

the codes of the participants, their age, their leader’s gender and age, their 

industry sector, their employment level, their province or city, and the span of 

control (if applicable). The participants were coded with letters, numbers, and 

their gender in order to keep their personal information anonymous.  

 

Table 2 

Interview Participants Details 

Participants 
 Participants’ 

leader 

Code Age Industry Position City Span of 
control 

 
Gender Age 

A1M 23 Banking Trainee Hong Kong -  M 35 

A2M 23 Finance Team member Beijing -  F 30 

A3M 25 Finance Trainee Beijing 2  F 33 

B1M 26 NGO Secretary Hong Kong 1  M 55 

B2F 24 PR PR junior associate Hong Kong 5  F 35 

B3F 30 Transportation Associate manager Hong Kong 7  F 34 

C1F 24 Accounting Junior Accountant Shenzhen -  F 24 

C2F 26 Internet Analyst Beijing -  F 31 

C3M 23 Consulting Junior associate Beijing -  F 33 

D1F 26 Telecomm PR associate Shenzhen -  M 29 

D2M 25 IT Software engineer Dongguan -  M 30 

D3M 24 IT Software engineer Shenzhen -  M 35 

E1M 30 Design Junior designer Shanghai -  M 31 

E2F 23 Journalism Trainee Guangzhou -  F 36 

E3F 38 Journalism Senior reporter Hong Kong 1  M 26 

F1M 42 IT Sales manager Harbin 33  M 48 

F2M 36 IT Sales manager Shenyang 52  M 47 
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Note. M and F in Code column and Leader gender column denote male and 
female. Dash symbol in Span of control column denotes that the participant has 
no subordinate. 
 

Among the participants, 16 were male and 17 were female. Their 

workplaces across China included Beijing, Guangdong, Heilongjiang, Hong 

Kong, Hubei, Liaoning, Shandong, and Shanghai. The industry sectors of the 

participants’ employer were wide-ranging. Two groups had both male and female 

participants, two groups had all male participants, and two groups had all female 

participants. In most cases, the interviews were conducted with both males and 

females (including the male interviewer), which avoided some problems related to 

gender issues. The positions of the participants ranged from ordinary employees 

and team members to top management and company executives, which provided 

more insights from different perspectives within different organizations. 

Seventeen of the participants had their own subordinates, and the rest only had a 

direct supervisor. Consequently, the 17 participants who had subordinates were 

F3F 35 E-commerce Manager Harbin 9  M 49 

G1M 48 Government Police officer Beijing 2  M 46 

G2M 49 Manufacturing Sales manager Harbin 6  M 47 

G3M 49 Pharmacy Regional manager Jinan 40  M 52 

H1F 24 New tech Marketing associate 
manager 

Shenzhen -  F 27 

H2M 26 Telecomm Hardware engineer Dongguan -  M 30 

H3F 30 Telecomm PR senior associate Shenzhen -  F 33 

I1F 46 Real estate Vice president Harbin 35  M 43 

I2F 45 Gas supply Senior accountant Wuhan -  M 58 

I3F 44 Water supply Labor Union 
Chairman 

Harbin 24  M 53 

J1F 26 Telecomm Product manager Shenzhen -  M 30 

J2F 23 IT Team member Shanghai -  M 32 

J3F 33 Internet Associate manager Guangzhou 8  M 30 

K1M 50 Government Senior police 
officer 

Beijing 20  M 49 

K2M 48 Banking Associate manager Beijing 10  M 46 

K3F 50 Finance Associate manager Beijing 3  F 30 
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also asked questions related to their subordinates. The span of control of the 17 

interviewees who had subordinates was indicated as well. Information about the 

leaders of the participants is also presented in Table 2 for reference. 

Procedures 

Overview of interview. In order to gather information related to mutual 

communication and interaction between the subordinates and their direct 

supervisors, interviews were conducted with the employees in the organization. 

Before the interview, each participant was sent a consent form via WeChat to read 

through and sign to confirm their participation in the small group interviews. 

Along with the consent form, each participant was sent a questionnaire containing 

demographic questions and basic questions about their organization and their 

direct supervisor. The participants were aware of their anonymity as well as the 

purpose of the study: to understand the communication behaviors between them 

and their direct supervisor. The direct supervisor could be either a present 

supervisor or a previous supervisor so long as the participant had worked under 

him or her in the last two months. The participants were reminded to try to avoid 

mentioning real names or the name of their present or past employer. If the 

answers from the participants were too vague, the researcher attempted to elicit 

more examples or real scenarios, as the purpose of the study was to identify LMX 

behaviors. Each interview lasted from 60 minutes to 110 minutes. Some 

interviews only involved descriptions of direct supervisors and were thus shorter, 

while those interviews that involved descriptions of both direct supervisors and 

subordinates lasted longer. All interviews were conducted in Chinese, because all 

the participants were native Chinese speakers, including the researcher. 
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Interview questions and procedures. For answering the six research 

questions, interview protocol was designed with both open-ended questions and 

close-ended questions. The interviews were guided by the interview protocol, 

which asked interviewees to describe mutual and reciprocal “exchange” behaviors 

with their leaders, according to their daily interactions (see Interview Protocols in 

Appendix A and Appendix B).  

After icebreaking and an introduction to the research, some open-ended 

questions were asked to allow participants to put forward some daily 

communications and interactions they had with their supervisors without a prior 

framework. The question tried not to lead to the interview participants which 

might guide them to the tangible or communication and work or social 

dimensions of LMX-Comm. The interview participants were asked to give their 

answers with no restrictions. They were also encouraged to describe the 

interaction or communication processes in details with the venue (e.g., workplace) 

and time (e.g., after-work). They were also asked to give examples of the 

communication channels used in the leader-member interaction processes. 

Participants were asked to give examples, and the researcher asked follow-up 

questions if the descriptions were too vague or without specific descriptions. This 

section examined whether the four-dimensional framework could apply to the 

leader–member communication behaviors in Chinese organizations.  

After the first part of the interview questions which tried to elicit the 

unstructured open-ended answers of leader-member interactions, the second part 

questions used the four-faceted LMX-model to guide the interview participants to 

give examples in each dimension. The participants were introduced to the four 

dimensions of LMX, including work communication exchange, social 
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communication exchange, tangible work exchange, and tangible social exchange. 

They were also asked about their own experiences with their supervisor with 

respect to each dimension. Each dimension was explained explicitly to let the 

interview participants understand and then put forward more behaviours under the 

facets. The interview participants were asked to describe the leader-member 

interaction in each dimension as many as they could recall, which could help this 

study to generate more themes in each LMX dimension for understanding the 

leader-member interactions. Along the process of 11 groups of interviews, the 

behaviours were marked down by the researcher. When the interview participants 

did not mention the behaviours which have been noticed by the researcher, they 

would be asked whether they have such interactions with their supervisor or 

subordinates and to give examples for illustration.  

If the participants had subordinates, they would be asked the same 

questions as the supervisor questions. Due to the repetitive nature of the same set 

of questions, some procedures moved quickly. To prevent interviews from being 

too long or tedious, participants were asked to leave out similar situations between 

supervisors and subordinates and to instead think of new examples or behaviors 

between them and their subordinates.  

Follow-up questions. In the investigation of communication channels, the 

researcher found that emails were not frequently mentioned by the interview 

participants as a work communication channel. This is despite the fact that email 

was perceived as one of the most commonly adopted communication channels at 

the workplace. Consequently, the researcher asked follow-up question about the 

reason for infrequent use of emails in work communication. The researcher found 

that four of the interviewees reported not using emails frequently, and they were 
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asked why they did not use emails to communicate with their supervisor or 

subordinates.  

Coding procedures. After all the interviews were completed, the audio 

recordings were transcribed into text for future coding and analysis. After all the 

text was transcribed, it was coded using the qualitative data analysis software 

NVivo. This study followed Sheer’s (2015) conceptualization of LMX-Comm, 

placing the leader–member interactions into four categories. This study adopted a 

theoretical thematic analytical approach using the LMX-Comm to guide the 

whole process of LMX themes coding. The communication topics and behaviours 

were coded. According to the definition of the four dimensions, the themes were 

classified under one of the dimension or labeled as an additional dimension. 

Initial coding scheme generation. The researcher conducted the 

interviews and reviewed the transcripts individually, which provided prior 

knowledge of the dataset. Firstly, to have a better understanding of the data, the 

researcher read through the transcripts and had prior knowledge of the whole 

dataset in the process of reviewing transcript (Braun & Clarke, 2006). After 

becoming familiarized with the data, the researcher generated initial coding 

scheme for the thematic analysis. Four interview transcripts were randomly 

selected from the 11 ones, and then used for the generation of initial coding 

scheme. The researcher coded the leader–member behaviors and interactions and 

labeled them with the name of the behaviors or communication topics. The initial 

coding process generated 33 behaviours and communication topics, such as 

performance discussion, work-related gossip, hobby, giving red packets to each 

other. At this stage, all the description of leader-member behaviour were labeled, 

no matter the behaviours were mutual or one-way. The 33 behaviours were 
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classified into the four facets of LMX-Comm model according to the definition of 

the four dimension precisely. And no behaviour was shown to not belong to any 

of the facets. The 33 initial themes were then taken as the initial coding scheme 

which guided the further thematic analysis.  

Additionally, the communication channels described were also coded. In 

total, there were six communication channels identified, including fac-to-face, 

phone call, email, internal communication application, WeChat, and WhatsApp. 

When coding the communication channels, the situation of using certain channels 

were marked down for further data analysis. 

Coding the 11 interview transcripts. Using the 33-theme coding theme, 

the research then coded the 11 interview transcripts for generating the frequencies 

and refining the themes. During the coding processes, the coding of the behaviour 

and communication topics was not only limited to the initial coding scheme. The 

researcher also tried to find out more unspecified or undetected themes. Five more 

behaviour sand communication topics that did not originally exist in the initial 

coding scheme were found during the coding processes, such as discussing work 

re-arrangement issues and giving gifts to each other, The behaviours and 

communication topics They were added to the coding scheme as well. At this 

stage, the behaviours and communication topics were still not specified as mutual 

or one-way. The clarification processes were done afterwards. 

After the coding processes, all the 38 themes were reviewed and some of 

them which were similar to each other were combined together as one theme. For 

example, giving gifts, giving red envelopes to each other, and treating each other 

to drinks and meals were combined together because they all involved in the 

exchange of commodities which have an exact amount of money, which can be 
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given back with a same or similar amount. There was another example, that 

talking about promotion and talking about salary were combined together as they 

were both a kind of top-down communication process and improvement process 

in an organization. In the end, there were 27 themes which were generated and 

used for afterwards analysis.  

In the process of coding the communication channels used in the leader-

member dyad, one more channel was identified, that was Skype. In total, there 

were 7 communication channels used by the leader-member dyad. The channels 

were then re-organized, that internal communication application, Skype, WeChat, 

and WhatsApp were classified as social media and instant message. The situation 

of using the communication channels were also coded, for work communication 

or social communication. Some patterns of using certain types of communication 

channels were identified and illustrated in the following parts. 

Selection of themes as exchange behaviors. After the coding processes, 

the researcher noticed that there were some behaviours and communication topics 

were not mutual and reciprocated by either one in the leader-member dyad. Then, 

the selection of themes as exchange behaviors should be noted and the 

differentiation between LMX and mutual communication behaviours should be 

noticed. These descriptions were also coded at the initial stage, and revisions were 

made in the later selection process.  

In an attempt to be consistent and precise in clarifying the LMX construct, 

the researcher returned to Sheer’s (2015) conceptualization of the LMX construct 

from time to time. The one-way behaviours already be classified into the four 

facets of LMX-Comm. For clarification, the LMX behaviors and topics had to be 

mutual and reciprocal. The supervisor and subordinate both should engage in the 
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communication or physical activities, or exchange tangible commodities and 

services to each other. While the one-way interactions could be initiated by one 

party (i.e., either the leader or the member) and without a specified or expected 

return. Even though some psychological outcomes could be anticipated from the 

description of the one-way behaviours, they were still taken as one-way 

behaviours but not exchange behaviours. For example, helping the subordinate to 

map out the career plan was taken as one-way behaviour as the subordinate cannot 

reciprocate the behaviour. Positive outcomes could be anticipated, such as better 

performance, motivation, satisfaction and so on. While the positive outcomes 

were not the exchange context as illustrated in Sheer’s (2015) reconceptualization 

of LMX-Comm. Thus, these behaviour were taken as one-way ones and 

differentiated from the LMXs. Finally, a total of 22 LMX themes were identified 

and 5 one-way behaviors emerged as well.  

Negative topics in communication exchange. In the process of data 

analysis, some negative topics also emerged. These topics did not directly have a 

negative purpose or lead to negative consequence, but they were potentially 

negative to anyone in the communication dyad or to others. To understand 

negative topics better, this study separated negative topics into two types, namely 

gossip and complaints in work/social communication exchange. Gossip denotes 

the discussion of another person’s personal experience, life events, or other issues 

that are not directly related to the supervisor or the subordinate. Complaints refer 

to talking about the supervisor’s or subordinate’s personal negative experience 

and events related to work or non-work issues. The themes that emerged were 

categorized into the two areas in both work and social communication exchange 

facets.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS  

This chapter demonstrates the results of the interview data coding and 

presents the themes within the four-dimensional LMX framework. Additionally, 

communication channels are identified and illustrated in this section.  

Four-dimensional LMX (RQ1) 

Through the results of the analysis, all the identified leader-member 

exchange behaviors can be put under the four-dimensional framework of LMX, 

namely work communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible 

work exchange, and tangible social exchange. Among the leader-member 

interaction themes, there are some negative topics emerged. The negative topics 

still can fit into the four aspects of LMX-Comm.  

In this way, the four-facet framework of LMX put forward by Sheer 

(2015) was shown to be valid in the context of Chinese organizations. And the 

first research question was answered. 

Work Communication Exchange (RQ2) 

The first dimension of LMX-Comm was work communication exchange, 

including the interactions about information sharing and opinion exchanging 

related to work or workplace issues between the supervisor and subordinate. The 

communication behaviors between a supervisor and a subordinate were classified 

into eight themes. The eight themes were divided into three clusters, namely a) 

positive or neutral work communication exchange, b) negative topics in work 

communication exchange, and c) one-way work communication. For a) positive 

or neutral work communication exchange, there were four themes, which 

involved the two-way interactions between a supervisor and a subordinate. One of 

the most mentioned topics was the discussion of performance and giving 
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encouragement. The supervisor and subordinate dyad formally (e.g., during 

formal weekly review meeting) or informally (e.g., in chitchat or casual talks) 

discussed the subordinates’ performance, negative or positive accordingly. Some 

suggestions were given to improve work performance. The supervisor gave some 

encouragement during the discussion to make their employee be motivated. 

Another frequently mentioned topic was the idea sharing on company future, 

policy and industry insights. The communication dyad shared information and 

insights into these issues and exchanged information with each other through the 

process of communication. A more in-detailed illustration was presented under 

each theme. These four types of work communication exchange were all positive 

or neutral to the individual, the communication dyad, or the organization. 

For b) negative topics in work communication exchange, there were two 

themes identified, namely personnel change gossips (e.g., share executive 

personnel change gossips), and work complaint (e.g., complaining about the bad 

performance of a colleague to each other). The negative topics in communication 

were broadly mentioned by the interviewees. The “negative” did not necessarily 

have negative intentions or negative consequences. And it only denotes that the 

content is potentially negative to any one of the communication participants or 

others mentioned in the communication.  

Additionally, for c) one-way work communication, some communication 

behaviors only involved one-way information giving. Due to the fact that these 

behaviors still belonged to the work communication, they were put under this 

section and analyzed as one-way work communication behavior. The one-way 

communication behaviors included career plan (e.g., “help me to look into the 

future”), and promotion and salary (e.g., inform promotion or salary increase to 
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subordinate). The supervisor normally was the one who initiated the conversation, 

put in more effort or shared more information in the whole interaction. 

Among these communication behaviors, the illustration about performance 

and encouragement and work complaint were the most mentioned themes in work 

communication exchange. The following part illustrated the eight communication 

behaviors under the work communication exchange with examples and more 

contextual information. The RQ2 was answered in this section. 

a) Positive or neutral work communication exchange. The first part of 

work communication exchange was the frequently mentioned positive or neutral 

work communication exchange behavior, as shown in Table 3.  

 

Table 3 

Positive and Neutral Work Communication Exchange Behaviors 

Work communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Company future, policy, and industry insight 

(e.g., discussion of company future and development, 
company strategic plan; government new policy; 
competitors, industry future and development) 
 

17 6 

Performance 
(e.g., discussion of performance, problems, and solutions) 

 

26 10 

Work re-arrangement 
(e.g., exchanging ideas on personal preferences on work 
adjustment and work content; discussion of other 
colleagues’ or subordinates’ work re-arrangement) 
 

3 1 

Work facility 
(e.g., discussion of the change of office location; 
improving work environment, the workplace appearance 
which is presented to the customers) 

15 6 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
 

Company future, policy and industry insight. Supervisors and 

subordinates discussed company future, government policy, or some industry 
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insights with each other as a process of information sharing and learning. This 

communication content was mentioned frequently by 17 subordinates and 6 

supervisors. These conversations carried information related to such topics within 

the leader-member relationship. No matter in the formal one-one meeting or some 

casual talks, supervisors and subordinates shared ideas or insights into the 

abovementioned issues. The information was exchanged during the 

communication process and information sharing can facilitate team performance 

and the satisfaction to the relationship with their supervisor (Greenhalgh & 

Chapman, 1998; Sias, 2005).  

For some cases, the interaction is for a better understanding of the whole 

market and industry. The information-sharing process could happen at any point 

of time, such as in the initial stage of a relationship or in a stabilized relationship. 

One junior subordinate (A3M) had several discussion with his female supervisor: 

“When I just entered here, my supervisor and I discussed several times that what 

is the position of our company in the whole industry, the development of the 

industry, who is our competitor, what we should do in the future to survive and 

thrive, and the company development directions.” The process of information 

sharing can help the employees to absorb more and the knowledge gain for both 

parties of the interaction.  

They also discussed their competitors to have a clearer idea of their own 

positions in the whole market. A junior employee (C3M) mentioned: “We will 

analyze other companies and compare with our own. He has experienced many 

companies, and he discusses with me.” 

For other cases, as many of the work itself needs to understand and catch 

up with the new policies the government implemented, the discussion and study 
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of the new policies are one of the essential components of their daily routine. A 

49 years old senior regional manager in pharmacy sales (G3M) mentioned this as 

well that “From the perspective of company development, we have to know the 

national policy, and make the next-step plan. So, we talk about this quite 

frequently, no matter in WeChat or face-to-face.” 

As a result of the communication, some of the interviewees mentioned that 

they would feel good about this kind of information sharing. A junior trainee 

(A1M) working at a bank stated that his supervisor was quite nice when sharing 

such knowledge and had such discussion with him. Consequently, a positive 

outcome could be anticipated from this point of view that the information sharing 

process in the company future, policy, and industry insights issues could 

contribute to the satisfaction towards the subordinates’ supervisor.  

For a typical employee, the direct information sources pertaining to work, 

and organization are basically from their supervisor and co-workers (Sias, 2005). 

The interpersonal relationship between the supervisor and the subordinates could 

influence the information sharing process between supervisor and subordinate (De 

Vries et al., 2010; Wang & Noe, 2010); precisely, a supportive leadership 

communication style could yield a healthier information exchange outcome. And 

in return, the amount and quality of the communication of information could have 

a positive impact on the satisfaction level of the interpersonal relationship (Sias, 

2005).  

Information sharing as an important domain in organization work 

exchange behaviors, has been considered an essential behavior in achieving 

organization effectiveness (Kim et al., 2016; Quigley et al., 2007). Individuals 

with e high level and quality of LMX, will result in a higher degree of information 
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sharing (Kim et al., 2016), and a higher level of information sharing could result 

in a more satisfying interpersonal relationship (Sias, 2005; Wang & Noe, 2010). 

In a consequence, the information exchange on company future, policy, and 

industry insights is a facilitator to the interpersonal relationship between the 

supervisor and subordinate, and in return, a better relationship quality could 

enhance the communication within the dyad. 

Performance. Supervisors have discussed with their subordinates their 

positive or negative performance on how to improve the performance. This topic 

was the most frequently mentioned one by 26 subordinates and 10 supervisors.  

Supervisor sometimes initiated the interaction. They tend to exchange 

ideas on current or previous performance and give some instruction or solutions to 

the current conditions. Sometimes, the review of the performance comes with the 

encouragement to the subordinate. In some formal occasions, such as routine 

performance review meeting, the performance was appraised by the supervisor. 

And the communication dyad may discuss how to improve the performance. 

Some of the supervisors had a straight type of communication pattern, that 

they chose not to frame their message with praising, and to directly point out the 

problems of the tasks. A 23 years old team member in a finance company (A2F) 

mentioned his female supervisor: “She does not appraise my work but points out 

the defects directly and gives suggestions to me. Sometimes gives me a general 

comment and discuss the recent situation.” In some circumstances, due to the 

closeness of the interpersonal relationship, the communication content between 

the supervisor and the subordinate also was “squeezed”, that they skipped the 

social courtesy part and directly to the key point. An experienced manager (F2M) 

who worked with his boss for 13 years stated that: “At work or off work we both 
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talk about this issue, like my performance. Because we know each other so well, 

so, the “social courtesy” is ignored and he directly points out my problems.” The 

interaction within a close relationship may lead to a direct style of performance 

appraisal.  

The communication could not only be initiated by the supervisor, but the 

subordinates as well. Some of the subordinates mentioned they would turn to their 

supervisor when they have a problem, or when they did not feel good about the 

current status. An associate manager (J3F) mentioned that: “In one-one, when I 

felt my recent status is not right, I find him, and he can give me some ideas and 

suggestions. Also, sometimes we have meals or drink, he talks about my merits 

and drawbacks.” As supervisors, the participants reported that their subordinates 

would come to them for a discussion as well. The feedback-seeking behaviors 

could serve as the information source to improve their own performance (see 

Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003), which is in line with J3F’s illustration. 

Traditionally, performance feedback is a one-way communication process 

dominant by the leaders (Moss et al., 2009). The role of the leader and 

subordinate was settled as their work relationship was established. The supervisor 

and subordinate have to have one-way or mutual communication on performance 

issues. The formal working relationship showed that when the communication is 

not personal, the roles of leader and member form naturally according to the 

position. While research on feedback-seeking behaviors has demonstrated the 

influence of leader-member relationship quality on feedback-seeking strategies 

(e.g., Lee et al., 2007). The discussion on the performance could be a mutual 

process that the subordinate and supervisor sit down together and investigate the 

current problems of the employees. Fair and constructive discussion on 
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performance could facilitate various positive outcomes, such as uncertainty 

reduction (Levy, Cober, & Miller, 2002), serving as a signal to indicate the care 

for subordinates’ personal development (Sparr & Sonnentag, 2008).  

Work re-arrangement. Work re-arrangement was not mentioned 

frequently by the participants, but the communication process was mutual as well. 

There were in total 3 subordinates and 1 supervisor who mentioned this topic. 

This theme referred to the discussion between the supervisor and subordinate 

related to the change of personnel or work re-arrangement issues. Supervisors 

asked for ideas from the subordinates about subordinates’ preference and their 

ideas on other’s or their own position change or work content adjustment. This 

process of communication was most initiated by the supervisor, and during the 

discussion, the subordinates shared their own points of view.  

The conversation might surround the subordinate’s own work content and 

task assigning. An associate manager (B3F) mentioned: “She told me that there 

would be a re-combination of the whole department and talked about the different 

roles of different groups. She asked me for some ideas about who is fit for which 

position. And before adjusting my work, she asked for my ideas and my 

preferences. Then adjusted my work direction and content.” In this situation, the 

supervisor took a full consideration for the subordinates regarding their own likes 

and dislikes. Sometimes, the supervisor and the subordinate shared ideas on their 

work plan and helped the subordinate to adjust the work content accordingly. 

These discussions mentioned by the participants were noticed that they somehow 

satisfied the personal needs and the organizational needs simultaneously.  

Some supervisors would come to the subordinates and ask about their 

opinions on other colleagues’ work adjustment issues, apart from the discussion 
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on their personal work adjustment issues.  An experienced vice-president of sales 

(I1F) mentioned her boss and her own experience: “We talked about which 

department need to hire more people, and which department needs to lay off 

some. (…) I normally find someone senior to discuss the lower-level employees’ 

personnel change, including their working attitude, KPI, and working problems. 

And they can give me some ideas on how to make arrangements.” From the 

above, it was easy to tell that the supervisor consulted senior or experienced 

employees about the personnel issues.  

The processes of discussion related to personnel change and work re-

arrangement, related to either of the subordinate’s own job and other co-worker’s 

job, can be taken as a process of decision-making involvement. Involving in the 

subordinates in decision making can be taken as structural empowerment, which 

emphasizes on the behaviors of the managers to the subordinates comparing to 

psychological empowerment (Dewettinck & van Ameijde, 2011). Leadership 

Empowerment Behaviors (LEB) was coined as a construct to portray the 

empowerment behaviors from the leader’s view (Arnold et al., 2000). The 

decision-making participation indeed was constructed as a dimension in LEB, 

indicating the degree to which the leader encourages subordinates to express ideas 

and take their comments into consideration (Arnold et al., 2000). The 

empowerment behavior demonstrated by the supervisor could have several 

impacts on various organizational outcomes, such as psychological empowerment 

(e.g., Dewettinck & van Ameijde, 2011), and job satisfaction (e.g., Seibert, Silver, 

& Randolph, 2004). The supervisors mentioned in the interviews demonstrated 

such behaviors as trying to encourage their subordinates to engage in the decision-

making processes and make their own comments on such issues, which might 
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have a positive outcome according to previous studies. As a positive predictor of 

leader-member relationship quality (Kim & George, 2005; Sparrowe, 1994), 

psychological empowerment can stimulate the relationship between leaders and 

members.  

Work facility. Fifteen subordinates and six supervisors mentioned they 

engaged in the discussions of the working environment, conditions, and facility. 

There might be some problems with furniture or other facility problems. The 

supervisor asked for ideas from subordinates, or subordinates put forward some 

suggestions to the supervisor; then they made some constructive change to the 

whole working environment. 

On the one hand, the change in working environment was for the 

wellbeing of the subordinates and their working experience. The supervisors 

consulted for advice from the subordinates. F2M, a sales manager mentioned: 

“We were planning to change to a new office. So, he asked about our idea about 

where to change and what to prepare for the new venue.” Another interviewee 

(I2F) talked about her male leader that: “When we wanted to change the 

organization of the office areas, and he gave some suggestions, and how to 

improve. He even suggested buying a table or furniture to improve.” The 

discussion on the improvement of the working environment involved mutual 

communication. 

The subordinates expressed their gratitude towards their supervisor for 

their consideration in improving their working environment. For example, a 

senior accountant (I2F) appraised her leader that her leader is a considerate 

person; and a junior associate (B2F) mentioned her supervisor bought a heater 
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directly due to the coldness of the office and she was quite happy with that. The 

consideration will be somehow appreciated by the supervisor. 

On the other hand, some interviewees mentioned that their working 

environment was presented to the customer and had to be “polished” from time to 

time. A participant working in real estate sales company (I1F) mentioned: “We 

discussed the working environment a lot, because it is part of our job. Our 

working environment is open to the public and it is our face. So, we have to 

discuss, like how to decorate it to be warm, which can facilitate sales.” The 

working nature of sales made the decoration of the working environment a vital 

issue, and this topic became enviable. 

For the supervisors exchanged ideas on the work environment 

improvement issues, they expressed personal consideration towards their 

subordinates. In the traditional view of leadership, studying leadership as 

consideration and initiating structure (see Stogdill, 1948). The consideration here 

denotes the degree to which the leaders expressed personal concern, trust and 

respect to the subordinate, and are consequently related to leadership effectiveness 

and organizational outcomes (e.g., leader and job satisfaction, motivation) in a 

meta-analysis (Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004). The consideration expressed in the 

work facility discussion theme is expressed and felt by the subordinates, in a way 

that the supervisor wants to improve the working experience, cares for 

subordinates’ wellbeing and take the subordinates’ suggestions into consideration. 

Such communication on work facility could facilitate the leader-member 

relationship and working satisfaction. 

Apart from the considerations expressed by the supervisor, empowerment 

is also shown in the process of sharing ideas on environment improvement. As the 
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supervisors will sometimes take subordinates’ comments into consideration, as 

illustrated in the work re-arrangement theme. 

b) Negative topics in work communication exchange. Apart from the 

positive and neutral work communication exchange behaviors, there were also 

several negative contents communicated by the supervisors and subordinates. To 

define the “negative topics”, it denotes that the communication was potentially 

negative to anyone in the communication dyad (i.e., the supervisor or the 

subordinate), or to somebody else who was mentioned in the conversation; and 

the communication did not necessarily have negative intention nor directly result 

in negative consequences. The topics raised in the interview data are presented in 

Table 4. 

 

Table 4 

Negative Topics in Work Communication Exchange  

Work communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Personnel change gossip 

(e.g., sharing company executives’ or colleagues’ 
personnel change gossips to each other) 
 

4 2 

Work complaint 
(e.g., complaining about other colleagues’ performance 
and personality; supervisors’ problems; or company 
structural problems, messy workflow, or complicated 
procedures) 

26 3 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
 

Personnel change gossip. Supervisors and subordinates also had 

discussions on the gossips of company executives’ personnel change, which are 

not the personal experience of the supervisor nor the subordinate. Four 

subordinates reported that they discussed personnel gossips with their supervisor; 



 
 

68 

two supervisors did so. They shared information to each other to get updated and 

to the curiosity. This information often was exchanged in chitchat. This was not 

directly related to the work content or tasks, but still pertained to the workplace 

issues. Therefore, the talking about gossips related to personnel change was put 

under the work communication exchange facet. 

The main purpose of the gossiping was for information sharing as stated 

by the participants. A PR associate (D1F) said: “When our company will re-

organize the organizational structure, he notified me this issue in advance and told 

me that some of our heads would leave. I wouldn’t know this if he does not tell 

me. And sometimes I will share some bottom gossips to him as well.” Another 

leader (B3F) mentioned that: “I discuss with them and talk about the personnel 

change gossips, like who is leaving, or there will be a new MT coming, or the 

change of CEO.” It is easy to tell that the discussion was often initiated by the 

supervisor, and the subordinates joined the discussion afterwards. As a relatively 

sensitive topic, the subordinates normally would not initiate the gossiping.  

As expressed by one of the participants, a young senior associate (H1F), 

whose supervisor was around the same age as her: “She likes gossiping very 

much. She often rushes to us to tell us some “big news” about the change of 

executives and sometimes we talk about the related issues.” All of the four 

subordinates and the supervisor, who mentioned their personnel change gossip 

sharing behaviors, were in a similar age with their supervisor and subordinates. It 

can be assumed that the similarity in age can increase the tendency of 

communicating personnel change gossips. 

Workplace gossips were defined as “informal and evaluative talk in an 

organization, usually among no more than a few individuals, about another 
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member of that organization who is not present” (Kurland & Pelled, 2000), which 

does not necessarily include baleful comments. Indeed, workplace gossips could 

have various positive functions in organizations (Grosser et al., 2012), such as 

transmitting information, influencing the power of the one who initiated the 

gossip (Kurland & Pelled, 2000), increasing interpersonal intimacy (interpersonal 

relationship) and so on. For the gossiper (i.e., the one who initiate the gossips), the 

sharing of information could be a representation that they have the information 

source, and consequently, have the power over the gossip recipients (Kurland & 

Pelled, 2000). From the interviews, it is easy to notice that the sharing of gossips 

was often initiated by the supervisors, and the subordinates were often the one 

who follows up and contribute more information after the supervisor. In this way, 

the power level is differentiated between the supervisor and the subordinates.  

Viewing the interpersonal relationship intimacy, the gossip sharing could 

facilitate interpersonal relationship as well, including the mutual trust (e.g., 

Ellwardt, Wittek, & Wielers, 2012), especially on the topics related to higher-

level boss or executives (Grosser et al., 2012). The gossip talking initiated by 

anyone in the communication dyad indicated a relatively good interpersonal 

relationship, and they are willing to share some information regarding the 

personnel change issues. Especially for the leaving or demotion issues, which are 

negative, the gossips could facilitate the interpersonal intimacy for the individuals 

who exchanged such information.  

Work complaint. In the process of conducting tasks and routine work, 

interviewed employees encountered some annoying people or problems. 

Therefore, they complained to each other about these issues to express their 

negative feelings and delineate the situations they have encountered. Twenty-six 
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of subordinates and three of the supervisors mentioned that they have complained 

about issues at the workplace to their supervisors or subordinates accordingly. As 

we can notice, the complaint about workplace issues was quite common among 

the employees that this study interviewed. The complaint was initiated by the 

supervisor or the subordinate. Normally, the complaint included the following 

three parts, complaining about colleagues, supervisors, and the company’s 

structural problem, messy workflow, or complicated procedures.  

Complaints about their colleagues were mentioned. According to a PR 

junior associate (B2F): “She sometimes complained that a colleague’s work was 

so bad to me. (…) after some events, she asked me whether the poor-performance 

one performed better this time.” Other participants also mentioned, such as I1F: 

“Because we are close to each other, he would tell me that some employees 

betrayed him or someone’s working attitude was bad. And I would complain to 

him that my own interest was “touched” by someone, and he might help me to 

figure out this issue.” The mutual complaining can be seen as a kind of social 

support, and sometimes instrumental support could be provided in due course.  

There were some interviewees mentioned their supervisor have 

complained about the issues of their own boss. According to a senior associate 

(H1F): “Sometimes we will, not to a specific individual, but to the problems he 

made. Sometimes she even will complain about the boss’s problem.” The 

complaining about the boss was quite sensitive no matter in any types of 

organization or culture. There as a saying mentioned by the above interviewee and 

four other interviewees, that “Not to a specific individual, but to the problems”. 

The philosophy of this saying avoided some direct personal attack and tried not to 

express the feeling of hatred to a specific individual.  



 
 

71 

Working procedures and inter-departmental collaboration issues were 

mentioned by the interviewees as well as a company level problem. According to 

H3F: “My boss complained about the inter-departmental communication to me, 

which hindered our work. And any problems happen in the company, and finally, 

just come to our department if no one wanted to handle the issue. We frequently 

have such discussions and complain about this.” H1F also expressed some 

complaints to the attendance system and the procrastination of HR.  

Due to the sensitivity of the topics, some interviewees mentioned the word 

“secretly”, that they have complained about issues with their supervisors or 

subordinates secretly. An associate manager (D1F) mentioned: “We complain 

about him or her secretly.” And I2F stated: “In some formal situation I won’t. But 

sometimes secretly we talk about some negative issues and complain about others 

to each other.” The individuals who engaged in the complaint still were aware of 

this issue and tried to keep the conversation secretly.  

In this study, the discussion of negative personal experience related to 

work or workplace were categorized as work complaints. Due to the fact that the 

complaints were related to the work per se, the complaints could to some degree 

influence the work behaviors. The information of what is acceptable working 

behavior and what is not is explicitly conveyed through the complaining about 

others’ behaviors. The message receiver could be implied that they should not do 

so, otherwise they might be complained or be taken as a poor performer later on. 

Indeed, such talking about others is taken as a form of information exchange 

currency and the exchange nature of gossips makes it a good way to seek and 

obtain information (see Foster, 2004). In the communication dyad, the supervisor 

and the subordinate are exchanging information, negative information related to 
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others. For the information receiver, they not only received the information, but 

also was reminded that they should not make similar mistakes. In the Chinese 

context, the traditionality of Chinese culture makes people value the evaluation of 

others and submit to the social norms (Rosnow, 2001; Yang, 2003). In this way, 

when encountering the complaint information, individuals would be afraid to be 

socially isolated (Foster, 2004) and thus the individuals would adjust their work 

behaviors and try to avoid making such mistakes. The negative work-related 

gossips could be used to control the uncooperative behaviors at work (Ellwardt et 

al., 2012). And especially in the Chinese context, the fear of damaging in their 

personal reputation could reduce such bad behaviors as well. In this way, the 

working performance might be improved in avoiding repeated mistakes. 

Additionally, as noted in personnel change gossips section, talking about 

others, especially on the negative issues, could increase the interpersonal 

relationship as well, as an indicator of mutual trust (Ellwardt et al., 2012). The 

one who complained to others should take the relationship with the complaint 

receiver as a trusted member, otherwise, the communication will not easily 

happen. The one who complained about others actually took the risk to say 

something bad about others, which showed the trust towards the message receiver. 

The relationship between workplace gossip and LMX has been proved (Kuo, Wu, 

& Lin, 2018) and gossips could facilitate workplace friendship as well (Ellwardt, 

et al., 2012). Apart from mutual trust, such communication could also serve as 

entertainment functions (Foster, 2004; Grosser et al., 2012), that the laughing at 

others’ faults. 

c) One-way work communication. Except for the work communication 

exchange, this study also included the one-way work communication behaviors, 
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that the communication was from the supervisor to the subordinate. The topics 

also are classified into the work communication category. The information was 

mainly provided by one party and not reciprocated back. Table 5 presented the 

topics under one-way work communication. 

 

Table 5 

One-way Work Communication Behaviors  

Work communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Career plan 

(e.g., Helping the subordinate to map out a career plan; 
giving suggestions on future development; sharing 
personal experience) 
 

17 6 

Promotion and salary 
(e.g., formally notifying the promotion or salary issues; 
talking about the possibility of promotion and salary 
increase) 

11 3 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
 

Career plan. This theme referred to the situation that the supervisor and 

subordinates discussed career plan or personal development issues. Seventeen 

subordinates and six supervisors reported their engagement in such topics. Some 

supervisors helped their subordinates to map out their career plan or discussed 

their personal development with their subordinates. The communication process 

involved in the mutual discussion, however, more of the content was contributed 

by the supervisor. The exchange level was relatively low.  

For example, according to the Management Trainee (A3M) “About the 

future development issues, such as what department to choose to work in after the 

Management Trainee rotation of positions, and what to do to practice more to find 

the right position in the industry.” The supervisors were mainly the one who 
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initiated the communication to give instructions on their subordinates’ future 

development, or the subordinates might ask for help or opinions from their 

supervisors.  

The process of communication often dominated by the supervisor that the 

supervisor provided more information and the subordinates gave back very little, 

due to the fact that the supervisor was in a “higher” position and had more 

information (e.g., personal experience or resources). One supervisor (B2F) 

recalled: “I ask about their future plan, and they sometimes come to me and ask 

for some advice. I share with them my own experience, and they tell me their 

ideas about their future plan. I can give some suggestions.” The whole 

communication process was mainly the output from the supervisor, even though 

the subordinates shared some ideas. 

The discussion of such topics increased the positive feeling (e.g., feeling 

of being cared). For instance, a software engineer (D3M) recalled: “I think he will 

give me some idea, like not on a specific task, but on a career angle, and give me 

some macro teaching. I have a feeling that he is helping me to think of myself and 

take care of my career. I am quite happy with that”. The assistance in career 

development might facilitate the relationship between the two communication 

counterparts (Forret & Dougherty, 2004).  

Indeed, the discussion of career planning could be taken as a form of 

mentoring behavior (Raabe & Beehr, 2003), that the junior employees were 

helped in developmental issues by senior employees. Once the junior employees 

entered the organization, the senior subordinates would formally become the 

superior of the junior, and the role of the leader and member was formed. During 

the communication process, various factors would influence the communication 
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pattern. If the senior member took on the mentor role, and the junior subordinate 

took on the mentee role. In LMX theory, the role development process is fast, 

from role taking, role making, to role routinizing. Once, the role of mentor and 

mentee was formed, the senior ones would exhibit mentoring behaviors, including 

the assist in career development. 

The mentoring behaviors could provide perceived supervisor support, 

assist in career development, and serve as a role model in the relationship between 

the mentorship provider (i.e., supervisor) and mentorship receiver (i.e., 

subordinate). The psychological support and career development assistance could 

have a positive impact on job satisfaction and interpersonal satisfaction (Young & 

Perrewe, 2000) and extra-role performance (Shanock & Eisenberger, 2006). As 

noted by the interviewees, they indeed felt the support and consideration, and 

consequently have a positive influence on the interpersonal relationship between 

the supervisor and subordinate dyad. 

The communication between the supervisor and subordinate was relatively 

one-way on career planning. The roles of mentor and mentee were settled down, 

and the mentoring behavior was provided by the mentor, and the mentee was the 

information receiver.  

Promotion and salary. Apart from career plan issues, the discussion of 

promotion opportunities or salary was also instigated mainly by the supervisor. 

Among the interviewees, one-third of the subordinates and three of the 

supervisors recalled the communication related to promotion and salary. From the 

interview, the differences between private companies and big cooperate with a 

centralized HR system was noticed. 
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For private companies, the discussion of promotion and salary was based 

on the personal promise or anticipation from the supervisor. For example, a sales 

vice-president working in a private real estate company (I1F) said: “We are in a 

private company, so the salary is not stable. I often tell my subordinates that they 

can earn more money if they can put effort; otherwise, the money will say 

goodbye to you.” Another sales manager from a private company (F2M) 

mentioned: “I tell them what to do to increase their salary and kickbacks, no 

matter in a group meeting or some chitchat.” These companies did not have a very 

systematic salary increase or promotion procedures, which gave the supervisors 

more power to take charge of these issues. 

While for some big cooperates with a systematic HR system and a 

centralized management style, situations were different. The supervisors could 

only help the subordinate to look into the future without an exact promise; or the 

communication of promotion or salary increase was a notification of the HR or 

executives’ decisions. An associate manager in a transportation enterprise (B3F) 

mentioned: “She asked me to go to her office and told me that HR planned to give 

a salary increase and some promotion issues. This is quite official.” Another 

regional manager (G3M) recalled: “My boss cannot promise promotion, even the 

salary increases. He cannot make the decision himself. The ‘company policy’ 

issues were decided at the beginning of the year.” The management system 

limited the power of the direct supervisor, and the promotion issues normally 

were taken in charge by the executives of the HR. A junior associate (B2F) 

mentioned: “When comes to promotion, I have to turn to the VP (vice-president). 

My direct supervisor does not have the authority.” Even in some circumstances, 
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the salary is confidential. An associate manager (K2M) said: “The salary or bonus 

in our enterprise is confidential. We cannot say it.” 

Several supervisors mentioned their discussion of promotion and salary 

was a kind of “drawing a cake to satisfy the hunger” behavior. They used 

“drawing cakes” to describe communication. For example, I1F and K1M both 

mentioned this phenomenon. And the discussion of the possibility of promotion 

and salary increases is treated as a tactic by the supervisors to motivate their 

subordinates.  

The differences between with or with no centralized promotion and salary 

management were shown in the above examples. In companies with a systematic 

HR management, the supervisors did not have the right or authority to control 

over the promotion and salary increase issues, and the communication regarding 

such issues was only a notification, instead of a negotiation or a discussion. 

Therefore, the supervisors normally would not motivate their subordinates with a 

salary increase or promotion tactics. The role of the supervisor in salary and 

promotion notification was an information transmitter, and the subordinates could 

hardly provide feedbacks or exchange with the supervisor. 

While for private companies, without a systematic and centralized 

management, the supervisors have the power to promise the promotion and salary 

increase as a motivation for their subordinates, and indeed the promotion 

opportunities and salary increase is positively related to motivation and workplace 

satisfaction (Danish & Usman, 2010). And human nature makes individuals 

perform better (Zedelius et al., 2014). Consequently, the discussion on the 

promotion and salary in private companies can be taken as a strategy to motivate 

the subordinates and increase their satisfaction and performance. The power 
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distance between the supervisor and subordinate is relatively wider in private 

companies; consequently, the communication gap between supervisor and 

subordinate is larger (Khatri, 2009). Consequently, the communication between 

the supervisor and subordinate normally is one way on promotion and salary 

issues.  

Summary. In the dimension of work communication, the role of 

supervisor and subordinates were clearly defined. The communication content and 

topics were all related to working tasks and workplace issues, and they just took 

the formal working role as supervisor and subordinate. As depicted in the LMX 

theory, the role of leader and member was established through role-taking, role-

making and role-routinizing (e.g., Graen & Cashman, 1975; Liden & Graen, 

1980). When comes to work, the role of leader and member were settled down 

and the communication which pertains to work tends to be in a relatively leader-

dominant communication pattern. Not only the does the leader take on the leader 

role, which assigns the working task or communicating on the work-related 

issues, but also takes on the mentor role in the interactions within the leader-

member relationship. Within a formal working role as leader and member, the 

communication dyad exchanges ideas and information with each other, no matter 

related to the working task or just some gossips or complaints. Information 

sharing as an essential process during work, can facilitate working effectiveness 

and other positive outcomes (Kim et al., 2016; Sias, 2005). As in the formal 

working roles, the leader tends to exchange ideas with their supervisors and let 

both of the two sides contribute to the working effectiveness. 

When in the mentorship relationship, the supervisors would share a 

personal experience or give guidance to the subordinates in helping them to self-
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develop and perform better in the long run. Generally speaking, the roles of the 

supervisor and subordinate largely influence the communication direction and the 

degree of exchange.  

The supervisor and subordinates talk about positive, neutral and even 

negative issues related to working. They share ideas on tasks and workplace 

issues to improve the working effectiveness, which is still the core of the leader-

member relationship; they also talk about negative issues related to anyone within 

the workplace or the working procedures. Only with in-group members, the 

supervisors would gossip and complaint. Additionally, despite the fact that the 

communication was normally mutual, and the exchange was embedded in it, the 

discussions were most initiated by the supervisor. The subordinate normally 

would not instigate the discussion on negative issues related to the company or 

others with their supervisor. 

According to the interviewees, the working communication exchange 

between the supervisor and subordinates could often increase the satisfaction level 

towards the relationship or the supervisor. They have expressed appreciation or 

good feelings related to the mutual discussion of the work issues. And according 

to previous research, several positive organizational outcomes could be 

anticipated, including job satisfaction (Sias, 2005), supervisor satisfaction, better 

performance (Moss et al., 2009), perceived empowerment (Dewettinck & van 

Ameijde, 2011), perceived support (Young & Perrewe, 2000) and so on.  

As one of the main focuses of the working relationship, work 

communication exchange plays an important role in facilitating organizational 

learning, work task delivering, social support, problem-solving, effectiveness 

facilitating, relationship building and so on. As found in the interviews, under the 
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aspect of work communication exchange, there were six positive, neutral, and 

negative mutual communication topics; there were also two one-way work 

communication topics. The mutual communication between the supervisor and 

subordinates would have a huge influence on the interpersonal relationship and 

ultimately the organizational achievement. And RQ2 was answered with the 

illustration of work communication exchange behaviors showed above.  

Social Communication Exchange (RQ3) 

The second dimension of LMX-Comm was social communication 

exchange, indicating the mutual communication behaviors related to non-work 

issues. From the interview data, there were eight themes that emerged. The nine 

themes were divided into three clusters, similar to the work communication 

exchange, namely a) positive or neutral social communication exchange, b) 

negative topics in social communication exchange, and c) one-way social 

communication. In the first cluster a) positive or neutral social communication 

exchange, there were six themes. The five themes were about topics or 

communications with positive or neutral valence and the supervisor and 

subordinate were mutually contributing to the communication process. One of the 

most frequently mentioned topics was families and friends, that the supervisor and 

subordinate discussed their own family members or their friends to each other at 

work or off work. They discussed their children’s education, their family 

members’ health condition, their sweet family time, roommates, relationship with 

their friends and so on. Apart from family and friends, activities and hobbies were 

also frequently mentioned by the participants. They shared activity updates, gave 

each other leads on activities, discussed their own hobbies and so on. The 

communication process could happen in anytime and covered a wide range of 
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topics. During the process of daily communication, supervisor and subordinate 

also made jokes with each other. Indeed, there were four of the participants who 

were subordinates and two of the participants who were supervisors mentioned 

that they have made jokes with each. During the process of making jokes, the 

topics of the jokes covered many areas, such as a new haircut. The interviewees 

mentioned the jokes were just for relaxing and energizing the office vibe. The 

jokes here did not include the satire or some offensive messages, which would 

sabotage the relationship between the individuals.  

Even though Chinese organization might have a higher power distance 

level (Lee, Pillutla, & Law, 2000), the communication gap between supervisor 

and subordinates was mainly with the out-group members. The in-group members 

who had an intimate relationship with the supervisor would largely weaken the 

power distance and interact with the supervisor more like a friend. The workplace 

friendship is somehow stimulated with the in-group members. Consequently, the 

supervisor and subordinates would make jokes with each other. 

The second cluster, b) negative topics in social communication exchange, 

covered two themes, namely non-work gossips and venting about negative events 

in life. The supervisor and subordinate dyad reported that they shared some non-

work gossips (e.g., related to key opinion leaders or celebrities or company 

executives). Sharing such gossips was in a chitchat or after-work occasions. Apart 

from gossips related to others, they also complained about their own life to each 

other. As noted above, the “negative” in this cluster did not necessarily intend to 

have bad consequences or already lead to negative consequences.  

Lastly, c) one-way social communication denoted one-way 

communication from one party to another in the leader-member dyad. As the 
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communication behaviors were classified as social communication, they were put 

under this section, as one-way social communication.  

The following parts demonstrated the communication content and patterns, 

and how the interactions might influence the interpersonal relationships or 

organizational outcomes, with direct quotes, explanations, and contextual 

information. The RQ3 was answered in this section.  

a) Positive or neutral social communication exchange. The positive or 

neutral social communication themes were presented in Table 6. There were six 

themes in total.  

 

Table 6 

Positive and Neutral Social Communication Exchange Behaviors 

Social communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Activity 

(e.g., talking about concerts, sports activities or shows, 
restaurants, shopping or discount topics) 
 

12 4 

Asset management  
(e.g., talking about real estate purchasing, vehicles, or 
financial investments) 

 

13 3 

Families and friends 
(e.g., talking about their children’s education, their family 
members’ health condition, their sweet family time, 
roommates, relationship with their friends) 
 

18 6 

Hobby 
(e.g., discussion of film, books, TV shows, video games, 
favorite celebrities) 
 

12 6 

Social hot topic 
(e.g., sharing ideas on social news, hot topics or social 
event with each other, such as Covid-19, political 
movement, US-China Trade War) 

8 2 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
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Activity. This theme denoted the mutual discussion of engaging in, 

planning to join in or purely discussing an activity. The supervisor and 

subordinate shared information on some activities and give leads to each other, 

such as concerts, sports activity and shows, updates on the restaurant, or shopping 

information. There were 12 subordinates and 4 supervisors mentioned their 

discussion on such activities. A junior member (A1M) mentioned his experience 

with his supervisor: “We talked about buying a mobile phone, like which brand 

was good or not, including iPhone, Samsung, and Mi etc. During that time, he 

wanted to change his phone.” Such kind of casual conversation could initiate a lot 

of communication regarding some non-work talks. For example, an associate 

manager (B3F) mentioned: “We shared our experience to go to a concert, like last 

year I went to Khalil Fong’s concert, and she shared that she had been to his 

concert in Shanghai and she loves his music.”  

As noted by previous scholars, such small talks related to non-work issues, 

facilitated the interpersonal intimacy and acted as a crucial approach to forester 

good relationship between individuals at the workplace (Pullin, 2010). In the 

traditional view, such small talks might be treated as some distracting activities 

during work time and not task-driven, while recent studies have found a positive 

relationship with the organizational outcomes. Creating a small talk and engaging 

in the discussion on such casual topics could improve the relations and 

consequently improve the satisfaction level towards the supervisor (Keyton et al., 

2013). The discussion of activities could facilitate the interpersonal relationship 

between the supervisor and subordinate. The discussion of activities actually can 

show the similarity of their personal interest as well. In line with the meta-
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analysis by Dulebohn et al. (2012), the perceived similarity in interest, attitudes, 

values could increase the leader-member relationship quality.  

Meanwhile, a better interpersonal dyad would communicate more on such 

social topics as well due to their social intimacy. The differences between in-

group and out-group members were showed in discussing activities in chitchat. 

With in-group members, a friendship-like relationship between the supervisor and 

subordinate was formed. And such workplace friendship could have various 

positive outcomes, including mutual trust, better interpersonal relationship, 

reduced stress etc. (Berman, West, & Richter, 2002). The supervisor and 

subordinate interact with each other with such casual topics like friends instead of 

a formal leader-member transactional relationship. Especially in Chinese culture, 

the inter-dependent relationship between individuals, the in- and out-group 

membership will influence the exchange behaviors and communication patterns 

(Tsui & Farh, 1997). The exchange between the supervisor and the subordinate is 

informational in sharing the activities topics.  

Asset management. As adults, the topics related to asset management 

cannot be avoided in casual talks. The supervisor and subordinate interviewed 

mentioned their mutual discussion or idea sharing on asset management, topics 

including real estate, vehicles, or financial investment issues. This theme was 

often mentioned by the older participants. There were 13 subordinates and 3 

supervisors delineated their discussion on such topics with their supervisor or 

subordinates. A senior reporter (E3F) said: “In purchasing real estate he gave me 

lots of advice, like which area is good. Sometimes we discussed which 

community to choose. And about the future of the real estate industry.” The 

communication on asset management topics was another kind of small talk 
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between the subordinates and supervisors. The discussion was initiated not only 

by the supervisors, but by the subordinates as well. One supervisor (K2M) 

recalled: “Sometimes when subordinates have some ideas to do some investments, 

they come to me and we talk about investments. This is like chitchat, not that 

formal.” The subordinates might want to acquire some ideas or insights from their 

supervisor as their supervisor was more experienced. The ideas were exchanged 

through the interaction. Indeed, such small talks could have a positive impact on 

the interpersonal relationship as well (e.g., Keyton et al., 2013; Pullin, 2010). The 

communication does not pertain to work content, and the social relationship can 

be facilitated by the interaction in chitchats.  

In Chinese culture, which is more long-term orientated (Lee & Dawes, 

2005), people treat money or their estate more as an investment towards the future 

(Wang et al., 2009). Consequently, purchasing real estate and making financial 

investment were paid much attention. The discussion on asset management issues 

became an inevitable topic in the Chinese context. According to the interviews, 

elder participants discussed the asset management issues more frequently. Young 

generation or fresh graduates might have little concern in such issues; while elder 

participants would consider this for marriage or family and future development. 

Families and friends. Many of the interviewees mentioned that they have 

talked with their supervisor and subordinate about their ow family members and 

friends in casual conversation. Eighteen subordinates and six supervisors reported 

this. The topics covered some family activities, relationships, children’s 

education, family problems, activities with friends, social relationships and so on.  

Many of the participants talked about the children’s education. If the two 

individuals both have a child, the discussion on the children’s education was not 
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embarrassing and they had a lot to talk. For example, a 35-year-old manager 

(F3F) mentioned: “Mainly on kids, their education and grades. Mostly when we 

are not busy.” Another accountant (I2F) said: “If we were to talk about some 

casual issues, normally we will focus on our kids.” 

For some younger employees without a kid, they discussed their parents 

and friends more with their supervisor. They shared their parents’ travelling plan, 

or their parents’ visiting her and so on. Sometimes they talked about their social 

activities with their friends. For instance, an associate manager (B3F) stated: 

“Such as she shared that her parents came to visit her and asked me about my 

parents’ condition. I shared something, such as my parents went to travelling.” 

Talking about family and friends was inevitable in any organization 

(Holleran, Whitehead, Schmader, & Mehl, 2011). There was a pattern that 

normally the supervisor would share their own story with their family members 

and friends, and then ask their subordinates about their family members or 

friends. The topic initiated by the supervisor indicated a welcoming attitude from 

the supervisor in such topics, and the subordinates would be able to disclose their 

life issues related to family members and friends. For example, a junior analyst 

(C2F) mentioned that since her supervisor did not have a boyfriend, she dared not 

talk about these boyfriend issues with her supervisor. She was afraid that her 

supervisor would be mad at her because of mentioning such topics.  

One possible explanation was that the discussion on topics related to the 

subordinates per se was a normal behavior as a participant of the discussion; while 

when comes to family and friends, the topics were beyond the individual, and to 

their social relationships outside of the communication dyad and the organization. 

An associate manager (K2M) described that: “I would not mention my family 
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members on purpose. If my boss mentioned, we will have a discussion”. The 

discussion of family and friends was treated as intentional behavior, instead of 

small talk. Therefore, this topic is normally led by the supervisor.   

For the interpersonal relationship result of this social communication 

behavior, it is easy to notice that the relationship might be facilitated by the 

interaction. The discussion on family members and friends could help the 

supervisor and subordinate to find some similarity between them; for example, 

they both have a child in elementary school, and they are worried about the 

education problems, noted by several interviewees. The similarity is an important 

factor which could influence the interpersonal attraction, and thus, interpersonal 

relationship (Kacmar, Harris, Carlson, & Zivnuska, 2009). The conversation on 

such topics could indeed increase the quality of the leader-member relationship. 

Hobby. Hobby related topics were mentioned several times by the 

interview participants. The topics included travelling, film, books, TV show, 

video games, favorite celebrities and so on. This topic was similar to activities 

that involved personal preferences and lifestyles in their own life. Twelve 

subordinates and six supervisors revealed that they have discussed their hobbies 

with their supervisor or subordinates.  

For a middle-level employee, who had a supervisor and subordinates, the 

communication with his/her supervisor and with his/her subordinates might be 

different regarding the hobby issues. The discussion of hobbies was a 

representation of personal taste and style; consequently, they would try to present 

a better self and manage their impression. For example, an associate manager 

(D1F) mentioned: “For example, when talking to the supervisor, I choose some 

“stylish” celebrity, like “decorating” myself. He tells us some of his idols. But to 
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the subordinates, I can say whatever I want.” The self-disclosing about their 

personal hobbies was a form of impression management. The impression 

management is often supervisor-centered, that the subordinates would engage in 

non-work-related behaviors or communications by the employees to please the 

supervisors (Wayne & Ferris, 1990). The subordinates tried to exhibit behaviors 

complied to the supervisor’s personal preference in their life. And as a result of 

the impression management, a positive image could be evoked, and a better 

interpersonal relationship could be facilitated (Xin, 2004).  

Social hot topic. In the chitchat between supervisors and subordinates, 

social hot topics were often discussed within the communication dyads. They 

discussed or shared ideas on political issues, international relations, epidemic, 

social events, local news and so on. The information and ideas were exchanged 

through the mutual discussion of these topics. There were eight subordinates and 

two supervisors reported that they had such communication with their supervisor 

or subordinate. In such communication, the two parties in the communication both 

contribute their own point of view or new information related to the social topics. 

For example, a vice-president (I1F) mentioned: “For example, during this virus, 

we discussed the social situation, and the support our government provided.” 

As another form of small talk, discussion on the social hot topics can also 

facilitate interpersonal relationships between the leader and member (Keyton et 

al., 2013). The communication process involved opinion sharing. The process of 

opinion sharing could help the supervisor and the subordinate know each other 

better, since the social topics often arose the discussion on the view of society. In 

such discussions, the two individuals could identify their similarity with another 

one, especially on some ethical or political issues within a social hot topic. The 
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view of politics or political values could influence the intimacy and relationship 

quality as well. The perceived similarity of attitudes, values and interests could 

facilitate a better leader-member relationship as concluded in a meta-analysis 

(Dulebohn et al., 2012). In this way, the communication on social hot topics could 

facilitate a better leader-member relationship, which would also have an impact 

on the organizational outcomes.  

b) Negative topics in social communication exchange. In the interviews, 

apart from the positive and neutral social communication exchange, negative 

topics also emerged. The “negative topics” denoted that the communication is 

potentially negative to anyone in the communication dyad, or potentially negative 

to others who were mentioned in the communication; and the communication did 

not necessarily have a negative intention or resulted in some negative 

consequences to the communication dyad, other people or the whole organization. 

The themes under negative social communication exchange were listed in Table 7 

and examples were provided for illustration.  

 

Table 7 

Negative Topics in Social Communication Exchange 

Social communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Non-work gossip 

(e.g., talking about gossips related to celebrities or key 
opinion leaders; life gossips related to other colleagues, 
higher level supervisors or company executives) 
 

7 1 

Venting about negative events in life 
(e.g., complaint about negative emotions, unpleasant life 
trifles, or health problems) 

3 - 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
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Non-work gossip. Interview participants mentioned that they engaged in 

gossip sharing or discussion in some occasions with their supervisor or 

subordinates, that was not directly related to work, but often was related to some 

company executive’s personal life, or some acquaintance’s life experience. There 

were seven subordinate and one supervisor mentioned their talking of non-work 

gossips related to others. The discussion from the supervisor and subordinate 

often involved information updates or sharing some personal thoughts with each 

other. 

The gossip could be positive or negative. A junior analyst (C2F) 

mentioned: “You know our chairman (the name) betrayed his wife, and this has 

been a hot topic on social media. My leader and I shared some ‘news update’ on 

this to each other or discuss the infidelity in marriage.” The above example was 

negative gossip. There were also some positive gossips. For instance, a software 

engineer (D2M) described: “He really likes to share some gossips, but mostly 

positive. For example, our CEO donated a lot to build houses in this hometown. 

He shares with us a lot on this issue. And sometimes he even will ask us for some 

idea or news related to somebody or something.” It was easy to notice from the 

interview that most of the gossips related to others at the workplace not related to 

work per se were about negative issues or scandals.  

According to Kuo et al. (2015), the non-work gossips at the workplace 

include positive and negative issues, including others’ joyful and sorrowful life 

events, love relationship, betrayal of their partners, good or bad interaction with 

their children, marital or divorce status and problems, and family relationships. 

Indeed, gossips at the workplace are pervasive (Kniffin & Sloan Wilson, 2010) 

and people are interested in receiving and sharing gossips (Foster, 2004). Non-
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work gossips are not work-related gossips or work complaint, which have more 

influence on the working behaviors (Kuo et al., 2015). The non-work gossips are 

normally be taken as an anecdote sharing and could help in facilitating the 

interpersonal intimacy (Grosser et al., 2012). It could not do much in contributing 

to group performance or other work-related issues.  

Venting about negative events in life. During the interview, venting about 

or complaining about non-work issues were noticed by the researcher as well. The 

participants mentioned that they have vented about or complained to their 

supervisor or subordinates about their own negative life events, love relationships, 

health conditions, or other issues. Three subordinates mentioned that they have 

such communication behaviors with their supervisors.  

The participants who mentioned the compliant of personal life indicated 

their good personal relationship with their supervisor or perceived similarity with 

their supervisor. They experienced similar problems or issues in their life, and 

they vented to each other about such issues. For example, a junior accountant 

(C1F): “We often discuss our boyfriend and complain about their problems.” A 

management trainee (E2F): “Because we are both girls and fear of cold, 

sometimes we will complain about the coldness, and the period.” And a hardware 

engineer (H2M) mentioned: “Just like our parents sometimes wanted to 

manipulate us or tried to arrange a blind date for us. We complained about these 

issues to each other.” 

The discussion of such topics was quite common between normal friends. 

Similarly, a workplace friendship could be anticipated if the communication dyad 

complained about their life issues and problems with each other. As discussed 

before, workplace friendship could have various positive influences on both the 
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workplace relationship and performance outcomes directly and indirectly 

(Berman et al., 2002).   

c) One-way social communication. Similar to work communication 

exchange, there was also a one-way social communication behavior. The theme 

under one-way social communication behavior was lister below in Table 8 with 

examples. 

 

Table 8 

One-way Social Communication Behaviors 

Social communication  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Personal consideration 

(e.g., expressing personal consideration when needed, 
such as concerning about health conditions) 

17 5 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
 

Personal consideration. In the communication process between 

supervisor and subordinates, expressing consideration or caring was another issue 

mentioned by the interviewed participants. The communication behavior was 

categorized as a one-way communication because the care receiver normally did 

not respond with a meaningful message. Normally the receiver would just reply 

with “you too”. The communication was not reciprocal during the interaction, and 

the communication was mostly initiated by the supervisor (i.e., the supervisor 

expressed the consideration to the subordinate). A sales manager (F1M) 

mentioned: “For example, before Chinese New Year, he reminded me of buying 

masks. At that time, the coronavirus hasn’t been epidemic.” 

After receiving the consideration from their supervisor or subordinate, the 

participants exhibited some gratitude to them. For example, a PR associate (D1F) 
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mentioned: “He is very caring. Last time I suddenly felt not good, and he directly 

told me to back home, and took over my job. I really appreciated him. It’s nice to 

work under his supervision.” 

Some interviewees as subordinates mentioned that they would not express 

consideration to their supervisor, and such behavior is quite “hypocritical”. 

Therefore, they would not initiate the conversation to express their personal 

consideration to their supervisor unless the problems were too apparent and sever, 

or they can give a hand. In this way, the communication is normally one way, and 

the subordinate only receives the caring from the supervisor and express their 

appreciation but not the same caring towards their supervisor. As the role of 

leader and member developed in the communication dyad, the different individual 

would exhibit different behaviors.  

The supervisors expressed their personal consideration severs two 

functions. The first is to keep a good relationship with their subordinate as noted 

in the previous illustration, that consideration could facilitate organizational 

effectiveness (e.g., interpersonal satisfaction, mutual trust, motivation) by Judge 

et al. (2004). Expressing personal consideration had been recognized by the 

subordinates according to the interviewees, indeed. The second is to keep the 

social courtesy as a supervisor to show their politeness. The supervisors were 

normally older than the subordinates among the interviewees. The supervisor 

participants expressed that the consideration is to keep a regular relationship with 

their subordinate, and this is a social norm as showing politeness in the Chinese 

context (Shenkar & Ronen, 1987).  

Summary. There were more exchangeable topics in social communication 

exchange, comparing to those of work communication exchange. Due to the fact 
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that the nature of human beings, social is the basic needs of everyone. Therefore, 

social interaction is inevitable in the daily life of the employees. Social 

communication, which is not directly related to work or tasks, involves less 

formal communication occasion and issues directly influence the work or tasks. In 

this way, the communication patterns between the supervisor and subordinate 

would switch to a casual mode, which might also form workplace friendship. 

Within a workplace friendship, the supervisor and subordinate would 

communicate more for social purpose. They share more on their personal lives 

and go beyond the normal workplace acquaintanceship as leader and member 

(Berman et al., 2002).  

In the communication process, the supervisor and subordinate would share 

ideas on their hobbies, give leads on activities, their family and social lives, and 

social-political topics; they would make jokes with each other or even talk about 

gossips related to other people; sometimes they vent to each other about their life 

problems and issues. As social communication is not a critical part related to the 

working task, the employees would talk about such topics in chitchat, lunchtime, 

or after-work.  

Apparently, a better quality of social communication exchange could 

predict a better interpersonal relationship, or mutual trust and perceived support as 

discussed above. The interactions on the non-work topics would help the dyad 

form a workplace friendship, and thus, have various positive outcomes (e.g., 

reduced stress, better communication, better task performance) to the individual 

and organization (Berman et al., 2002). The workplace friendship would blur the 

boundary of the normal workplace role and help the individuals to increase the 
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intimacy and provide much social support to each other (D'Cruz & Noronha, 

2011; Sias & Cahill, 1998). 

Within a workplace communication dyad, the intimacy of communication 

would also decrease the power distance and blur the hierarchical relationship 

between the supervisor and subordinate, which is normally high for Chinese 

context (Lee, Pillutla, & Law, 2000); while the supervisor and subordinate who 

were in a good interpersonal relationship and a high-quality LMX, the 

subordinates were treated as in-group members, and consequently, the 

relationship becomes the workplace friendship-like relationship without a formal 

role gap between the supervisor and subordinate. More importantly, social 

communication or chitchat is a good way to know the basic conditions of the 

subordinates, which have been mentioned by seven supervisors and subordinates. 

A better understanding of their own subordinates can help them begin the whole 

project and allocate the working tasks to each individual. The importance of social 

communication was emphasized by many supervisors as a crucial component 

which constitutes the working effectiveness. 

In a good leader-member relationship, the LMX quality is relatively high, 

with a high frequency of social exchange behaviors. The social communication 

exchange behaviors discussed in this section, could make much difference in 

building a good interpersonal relationship; and consequently, various outcomes 

could be predicted, especially in the interpersonal affection domain, including 

loyalty, trust, interpersonal relationship satisfaction and so on. Interview 

participants mentioned their satisfaction or appreciation to the social 

communication behaviors with their supervisor or subordinates, and some of them 

have expressed their friend-like relationship with their supervisor or subordinate 
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as well. RQ3 was answered in this section with the illustration of the social 

communication behaviors with examples and explanations.  

Tangible Work Exchange (RQ4) 

After exploring the first two dimensions of communication exchange, this 

section illustrated the third aspect of LMX-Comm, tangible work exchange. 

Tangible work exchange denoted that the exchange of services, compensation, 

rewards and so on related to work task pe se to serve the organizational goals 

(Sheer, 2015). Unlike communication exchange, the tangible exchange did not 

have negative behaviors as illustrated by the interviewees, that the supervisor and 

subordinate did not fight with each other or conduct negative behaviors together, 

or the interviewees would not reveal such deviant behaviors which were violating 

the organizational rules in the interviews. In this way, there were five themes that 

emerged from the interview data, and were categorized into two clusters, namely 

a) tangible work exchange and b) one-way tangible work behaviors.  

For a) tangible work exchange, there were four themes. The themes 

denoted that the supervisor and subordinate exchanged tangibly directly related to 

work. Work help was the most frequently mentioned interaction by the 

interviewees. The supervisor and subordinate would help each other at work, help 

to communicate with others or give instructions and suggestions. The work help is 

reciprocal, even though most of the help cannot be returned immediately with the 

same manner, while the supervisor-subordinate dyad would give each other help 

time to time and form a healthy and positive reciprocal relationship. Covering 

workload for each other was another frequently mentioned topic in the interviews. 

The supervisor and subordinate offered a hand to cover the workload that another 

one cannot accomplish or under some special situations. The kindness cannot be 
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returned immediately or with exactly the same amount of workload, while it 

would be returned or later on. More precise demonstrations regarding the three 

themes of tangible work exchange were presented under each theme.  

For b) one-way tangible work behaviors, as illustrated above, due to the 

fact that these two behaviors still were classified as tangible work behaviors, they 

were put under this dimension. In the interviews, all these behaviors were initiated 

by the supervisor, and the subordinates were the passive receiver of such tangible 

work behaviors. Two themes were put here under the one-way tangible work 

behaviors. According to the interviewees, many of the supervisors often 

considered training opportunities, gave or recommended books, or registered 

some courses for the subordinates. While for the subordinates, the participants 

never mentioned that they as subordinates or their subordinates did so to their 

supervisors. The work behavior was relatively one way and the anticipated return 

was cognitive (e.g., motivation and gratitude) or cannot be measured (e.g., work 

performance increase because the subordinate has taken a course or read a book). 

Therefore, this behavior was taken as a one-way tangible work behavior that the 

supervisor provided to the subordinates. The in-detailed discussions of the 

interview content were presented in later parts regarding the one-way tangible 

work behaviors.  

The following parts demonstrated the communication content and patterns, 

and how the interactions may influence the interpersonal relationships or 

organizational outcomes, with direct quotes, explanations, and contextual 

information. The RQ4 was answered in this section.  

a) Tangible work exchange. Tangible work exchange behavior themes 

were listed in Table 9. There were four tangible work exchange behaviors. 
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Table 9 

Tangible Work Exchange Behaviors 

Tangible work behaviors 𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Covering workload 

(e.g., covering workload for each other when needed, 
doing the unfinished work for each other) 
 

12 8 

Compensatory time-off 
(e.g., giving time off after working overtime or reducing 
work amount after too tight working schedule) 

 

8 3 

Work help 
(e.g., helping to tackle with technical problems, giving 
assistant to help the individual to finish the job on his/her 
own instead of helping to do the work) 

28 8 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 

 

Covering workload. The interviewed participants mentioned that they 

covered the workload for each other when needed with their supervisor or 

subordinate. There were twelve subordinates and eight supervisors mentioned this 

tangible exchange behavior. Covering workload for each other could be seen as a 

kind of reciprocity of favors which pertain to work. Some offers were voluntarily 

put forward when one party in the communication dyad noticed the need of the 

other party; sometimes the supervisor or subordinates asked for help in case the 

delay of the project. The reciprocal norms were mentioned by some of the 

participants, that the help should be returned, or they felt gratitude to the help 

from their supervisor or subordinates. For example, a PR junior associate (B2F) 

mentioned: “My leader basically covers more for me, after all, all of my work was 

assigned from her. Sometimes when my accounts were too busy, she helped me to 

handle. We cover the workload for each other a lot at work. Our work was not 
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divided very clearly, and if something cannot be accomplished, we would help 

each other.”  

For some interviewees, they have mentioned that the favor provided by the 

supervisor was to accomplish the task on time, instead of to help the subordinate 

individually. They also mentioned that they were afraid of being unable to finish 

the task on time. For example, a police officer (K1M) described: “We have some 

overlap in work, and just according to the time limit. If I cannot finish, or he 

cannot finish on time, we would help to do the part of work for each other, in case 

we cannot finish the whole project on time.” But the favor provided by supervisor 

or subordinates often were returned back, in later tasks or projects. The 

reciprocity in the covering workload for each other was mentioned by the 

participants. 

For the supervisor and subordinate dyad, the supervisor would exchange 

more with the in-group members, according to the basic assumption of LMX 

theory. The in-group members actually were the close members within the 

Chinese guanxi connection networks, where the intimacy of the individuals was 

higher than others (Hackett et al., 2003; Li & Lee, 2014; Tsui & Farh, 1997). For 

the in-group members, the supervisors would develop friendship-like relationships 

as illustrated above, that the workplace friendship had the possibility to develop 

(Berman et al, 2002). According to Berman et al.’s (2002) interviews, the 

supervisor also helped the subordinates to get the work done, which was in line 

with the finding in this study. No matter to the purpose of completing the whole 

project on time, or to the purpose of helping the subordinate or supervisor 

personally, the covering workload behavior indicated an intimate work 

relationship.  
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Additionally, as illustrated in guanxi literature, another norm in Chinese 

culture, expect the in-/out-group membership, was reciprocity (Tsui & Farh, 

1997). The give and return were appreciated in Chinese culture and the obligation 

to pay off the kindness from others was recognized as well (Vanhonacker, 2004). 

Especially when the case comes to the task per se, which is critical to the core of 

the work, instead of to the individual well-being (i.e., normally social 

communication and tangible behaviors care about individual well-being), 

covering workload for the individual, normally need to be paid back. Otherwise, 

the one who was helped by others might feel a sense of obligation to give back 

(Liden et al., 1997) or a sense of in debt (Mauss, 2002). The covering workload 

behaviors was not a behavior requiring minimal effort, instead, completing the 

work amount was the duty of an employee; and the working role and 

responsibility should have been clarified earlier. Consequently, helping in 

completing the work for others should make the recipients more conscious of the 

kindness and thus return later.  

Compensatory time-off. Some of the interview participants mentioned the 

compensatory time-off issues. Eight subordinates and three supervisors mentioned 

the compensatory time-off issues during the interviews. Precisely, when they had 

to work overtime, or their working schedule is too intensive, the supervisor 

sometimes gave the time to take a rest or leave for compensation. This could be 

taken as a form of exchange, that the pre-phase working amount in exchange of 

the later compensatory time-off, despite the immediacy and equivalence of 

reciprocity. The exchange between the supervisor and subordinate was not in the 

same form, which they normally exchange information or commodities in the 

same amount or same type; while in this theme, the subordinates paid extra 
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working effort, and they were returned with later rest for exchange. For example, 

an associate manager (B3F) mentioned: “Last time when we were in a crisis, I had 

to work overnight for several days. And she just told me to work from home, 

instead of going to the office afterwards for almost a week. Or sometimes, when 

we have to do some work very late, she will tell me to come to the office in the 

afternoon the next day.” The interview participants mentioned the exchange 

behaviors between their extra work effort and rest compensation. 

Some interviewees mentioned that their supervisors did not express the 

compensation directly and some of them implied their subordinates to take a rest. 

For example, a PR junior associate (B2F) mentioned: “She did not explicitly ask 

me to take a rest or give me leave. But if I work overtime on weekends or 

midnight, she would help us to apply for a compensation leave from the vice 

president.” Another marketing analyst (C2F) mentioned: “She did not directly say 

it. But she does not like to see that I am working overtime. If she saw me haven’t 

left when she left, she will show an expression of guilty and compassion. And tell 

me to leave earlier. Afterwards, she will ask me to leave earlier the next day for 

compensation.”  

Indeed, the compensatory time-off was all put forward by the supervisor, 

and the subordinates interviewed had not asked for rest compensation after 

working overtime or too intensive working schedule. Such compensation actually 

could influence perceived justice of the supervisor or even the organization. 

Organizational justice mainly could be categorized into two areas, distributive 

justice and procedural justice (Adams, 1965; Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997). 

For the rest compensation here, it mainly denoted distributive justice, which refers 

to the outcomes the individuals gained (Franche et al., 2009). The rule of justice is 
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that the output and gain were equal as perceived by the individual (Greenberg, 

1996). In the scenario of giving compensatory time-off, the time-off endorsed by 

the supervisor was a form of the exchange, as an effort and time output returned 

by the rest. Indeed, empirical studies have demonstrated that the perceived LMX 

quality (high-quality exchange and low-quality exchange) was related to the 

perception of justice (Erdogan & Bauer, 2010).  

Work help. In the daily routine at work, the help in work issues is 

inevitable for the supervisor and subordinate. As a frequently mentioned topic, 

there were 28 subordinates and 8 supervisors who mentioned this. The help in 

work is different from covering workload for each other, that helping is to give 

help to the individual to finish the work on his/her own, while covering workload 

is to do the work for the individual. The help might be returned in the later time. 

Sometimes the subordinate or supervisor sought help from each other, or they 

gave a hand to each other actively. An employee (A2M) described: “For example, 

I sometimes were confused by the work she assigned me, and I asked her for 

some clarification. If I still cannot handle the work, she would help me with the 

work herself. And sometimes she would tell me how to do the work, like to give 

me the methodology to check for some information. Sometimes the instructions 

are quite technical, for example, how to calculate a number etc.” Some of the 

subordinates and supervisor would take the initiate to help each other. A sales 

manager (F2M) said: “For example, if I had a big deal and I cannot handle it, I 

would turn to him, to check out how to invite tenders, or how to organize the 

paperwork. He helps me to clear out my mind and re-organize my plan. Or 

sometimes, he helped to communicate some suppliers that I did not know. And he 

helps to negotiate or bargain with them as well to get better resources.” The 
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supervisors and subordinates often exchange favors in different scenarios with 

different issues to get the works done. Actually, the helping behaviors were not 

only a personal assistance behavior, but also an effectiveness-seeking behavior. 

The supervisor or the subordinates offer help to each other on work tasks to get 

the tasks done and accomplish the organizational goal.  

Indeed, the helping behavior from the supervisor would increase the 

perceived supervisory support (Kottke & Sharafinski, 1988), and consequently, 

various positive attitudinal outcomes could be predicted from the high-level of 

perceived supervisory support (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). In the leader-member 

relationship, the supervisor and subordinate give support to each in helping each 

other deal with the daily work issues and problems or give a hand when needed. 

And the reciprocal relationship between the supervisor and subordinate makes the 

helping behaviors ate work iterate between the two entities. 

For employees, the sense of gratitude was stimulated after being given 

favors by others (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006), and the help behaviors given by one 

party of the supervisor-subordinate dyad would be appreciated by another one. 

Actually, the feeling of gratitude may not be evoked in any circumstances (Sun, 

Liden, & Ouyang, 2019). The relationship between a supervisor and a subordinate 

is maintained through a “give and take” process as depicted in LMX theory 

(Liden et al., 2016). The help provider may be appreciated by the recipient when 

the help was perceived to be not in an intentional social exchange process, which 

does not personally treat the recipient as a close member (Sun et al., 2019) and the 

give process is only a social courtesy, instead of personal consideration. Thus, a 

consistent helping behavior circulation between a supervisor and subordinate 

would evoke positive feeling towards the helping behaviors, which would 
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increase the satisfactory level of the relationship. In the Chinese context, the 

reciprocity of favor is highly appreciated, and the exchange actually embedded in 

guanxi per se (Tsui & Farh, 1997). In a leader-member relationship, the helping 

behaviors initiated by one individual often need to be returned in some way later 

on to fulfil the social norms of reciprocal exchange.  

b) One-way tangible work behaviors. Except for the abovementioned 

tangible work exchange behaviors, some tangible work behaviors only involved 

one-way behaviors. The themes emerged from the eleven interviews which were 

deemed to be one-way tangible work behaviors were presented in Table 10 with 

examples and precise illustration and discussion were demonstrated in the 

following paragraphs.  

 

Table 10 

One-way Tangible Work Behaviors 

Tangible work behaviors 𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Fighting for justice and work opportunities and taking 
responsibility 

(e.g., fighting for justice for subordinates; getting work 
opportunities for subordinates; taking responsibility for 
subordinates) 
 

4 2 

Training, book or course 
(e.g., considering training opportunities for subordinates; 
recommending or giving books; sending online courses or 
registering courses for subordinates) 

22 5 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 

 

Fighting for justice and work opportunities and taking responsibility. 

This theme included three types of behaviors, namely fighting for justice for 

subordinates, getting work opportunities for subordinates, and initiatively taking 
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or shouldering responsibility for subordinates. There were 4 subordinates and 2 

supervisors who mentioned such behaviors in the interviews. The three types of 

behaviors included that the supervisors tried to help their subordinates gain 

personal development, rights and wellbeing and give them support. The process of 

initiatively fighting for the goodness of the subordinate and their personal 

development cannot be returned by the subordinates immediately or with the 

equal amount of commodities, and the feeling of in debt, the intention to return 

back and the feeling of being cared and protected are instigated from the giving 

behavior. While the return from the subordinate was not observable or can be 

clearly clarified as the return to the giving; therefore, these behaviors were taken 

as one-way tangible work behaviors. 

Some supervisors took the role as a supervisor to fight for justice for the 

subordinates when the subordinates experienced unfair treatment. For example, a 

junior accountant (C1F) mentioned: “I went to Hubei for business to a third-party 

company for auditing. I had to count the items in the factory, while there were 

some problems with the factory, and I had to wait outside for two hours. Wuhan 

was snowing and extremely cold. My leader knew about this issue and went to 

scold the company’s staff for me. I felt so warm and being protected.” The 

supervisor helped the subordinate when they experienced grievance. Some 

supervisor even went to the superior level of the company to get the deserved 

benefit for the subordinates. A sales vice-president of a real estate company (I1F) 

described: “I fought for the bonus which they deserve, even had a “battle” with 

our boss. For example, once we were in a project, and our boss just did not want 

to give the bonus money to my subordinates. I led them to block our boss’s car 

and didn’t let him go. Many of them expressed their gratitude, but I think it is 
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what I should do. They deserve it.” The supervisors took initiative to fight for 

justice for their subordinates and were not returned by the subordinates.  

For several supervisors, they tried to get work opportunities for their 

subordinates to get them trained and practice more. A marketing senior associate 

(H1F) described: “She especially likes to help me on getting some opportunities. 

She is good at helping us to get some chances to take charge of a project on our 

own. When there was a really good project, she actively asked us to lead, and 

recommended us to the department head to take charge. I feel quite motivated 

when she did so.”  Another designer said (E1M): “I can feel that he wants to 

present me in front of the boss, and tries to fight for working opportunities for me, 

for example, to do work with the boss or some external resources.” These 

supervisors actively gave their subordinates opportunities to take charge and want 

them to develop themselves through these projects.  

Additionally, the interviewees mentioned that their supervisor took 

responsibilities for them or shoulder the consequences for the. A PR associate 

(D1F) said: “He makes me feel safe that if I made some mistakes, he shoulders 

the responsibility, instead of letting me take the consequences. And he always 

tells me that I do not need to worry about making mistakes, and if I have any 

questions, I can turn to him. I do not have a very heavy burden.” Such supervisors 

made their subordinates feel being supported and the subordinates expressed that 

they feel safe under the supervision of their leader.  

On the one hand, the subordinates would feel supportive when their 

supervisors take initiative to fight for their rights. The abovementioned three 

behaviors from the supervisor were considered as support from their supervisor. 

The supervisors worried about the well-being of the subordinates, their personal 
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development and the deserved welfare. And these behaviors were all included in 

the perceived supervisory support (Kottke & Sharafinski, 1988). Indeed, 

perceived supervisory support (PSS) has been considered to be related to various 

positive organizational outcomes (Ng & Sorensen, 2008), for example, decreased 

turnover intentions (Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli, 2001; Tuzun & Kalemci, 

2012), commitment to supervisor and organization (Chen, Tsui, & Farh, 2002), or 

even better performance as a form of social exchange (Tepper & Taylor, 2003). In 

this theme, the support provided by the supervisor could not be returned by the 

subordinate with similar behaviors immediately, while the positive affection 

towards the supervisor still can predict various positive organizational outcomes. 

And the satisfaction towards the job and the supervisor could be increased as well 

due to the increased PSS (Gok, Karatuna, & Karaca, 2015).  

On the other hand, perceived justice as mentioned above could be 

increased as well due to the fighting for justice behavior by the supervisor. The 

supervisors tried to help the subordinate to get what they deserved from their 

work or help the subordinates to voice out when they were treated unfairly. As 

discussed above, the perceived justice, including distributive justice and 

procedural justice (Adams, 1965; Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997) has a 

significant influence on organizational outcomes and the relationship with the 

supervisor (Greenberg, 1996). And as in-group members of the supervisor, their 

perceived justice might be higher than the out-group members, as they interact 

more with the supervisor and received more benefits from their supervisor 

(Erdogan & Bauer, 2010). Even though as one-way behaviors, this theme could 

provide much help in facilitating the relationship and intimacy between the 

supervisor and subordinate. 
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Training, book or course. In the process of daily interactions between 

supervisor and subordinate, offering training opportunities, recommending or 

buying books, or providing courses to the subordinates or each other were 

commonly mentioned in the interviews. There were 22 subordinates and 5 

supervisors who mentioned this theme. The training is basically in two forms, 

online training and course, and offline training sessions. Some supervisors would 

like to give opportunities to their subordinates to engage in these training to 

develop themselves. After getting the chance to engage in the training, the 

subordinates often expressed their gratitude and their being motivated. Another 

situation is that the supervisor recommended or bought books for their 

subordinates, which was good for the management or technical skills or personal 

development related to work. Gratitude was expressed by the subordinates who 

were considered for training opportunities. For example, a PR associate (D1F) 

described: “He tried his best to get me some training opportunities. For example, 

last time there was a campus visiting and training. Actually, I did not have to 

attend. But he just let me go and have some training. I was appreciated that he 

would like to give me some opportunity.” 

Some subordinates expressed that they could feel that their supervisor 

wanted them to be better and develop more. A PR senior associate H3F: “Some 

opportunities for training he thought that it would be good for me, and he would 

let me go. He is the person who makes decisions. I can feel that he wants me to go 

further and gives me these opportunities.” 

The supervisors sometimes found the drawbacks, or the part needs to be 

improved for the subordinates. They directly offered some help to the 

subordinates to make them self-develop. For example, a sales VP (I1F) said: 
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“When I think they need to develop, I will buy some books for them, I have 

bought at least fifty books for my subordinates. And our job needs handwritings. 

So, I bought some copybooks of handwriting for them to practice their writing.”  

In the relationship between the supervisor and subordinates, the 

mentorship is long-lasting between them. Similar to help the subordinate to map 

out the career plan, the help on self-development for the subordinates also could 

be treated as a form of mentorship (Raabe & Beehr, 2003). In the role 

development process of the leader-member relationship, the supervisors as the 

senior ones, sometimes take the role as the mentor and the subordinates as the 

junior individuals, takes the role as a mentee. The supervisor as the mentor 

provides help on the self-development and career development on their personal 

abilities and knowledge. As noted by the subordinates in the interviews, they 

often felt gratitude about their supervisor’s offer, and they could feel that they 

were concerned about. The preserved support from the supervisor and the 

mentorship could provide much help in building the intimate relationship or 

increase the interpersonal satisfaction level (Young & Perrewe, 2000). The role of 

mentor and mentee can explain the one-way behavior from the supervisor to the 

subordinates. Even though one-way, the interaction could also help the 

interpersonal relationship intimacy. Apart from the interpersonal relationship 

between the supervisor and subordinate, the books, training and courses could 

also help the subordinates to gain more knowledge which might facilitate working 

effectiveness and working performance (Weldy, 2009).  

Summary. The give, especially on tangible issues, which required 

personal contribution and intellectual input, time, physical effort and so on, often 

was returned by the recipient as a social courtesy in Chinese culture (Tsui & Farh, 
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1997). Unlike the communication exchange, where the personal contribution and 

input was observable or tangible, the tangible exchange was perceived to be more 

salient as renqing in Chinese culture and the reciprocity notion was embedded in 

the tangible exchange related to work (Hackett et al., 2003).  

Despite the reciprocity norm in the Chinese context, the communication 

pattern between the supervisor and subordinates were influenced by the roles of 

them as well. On the one hand, the help in work or some work-related issues, the 

supervisor and supervisors could give each other mutual and tangible support and 

provide services or compensations as exchange. While the exchange behaviors 

involved some transitional leadership elements that the exchange was based on 

the reward and compensation in the LMX relationship (Dansereau et al, 1975), 

and also embedded with the social exchange elements that the supervisor and 

subordinate voluntarily offer help and services to each other in the social 

exchange relationship (Bernerth et al., 2007; Sheer, 2015). The supervisor-

subordinate dyad exchange favors pertain to work as voluntary behaviors, and 

exchange extra working effort with rest compensation as reward-performance 

transactional behaviors. The tangible work exchange behaviors were observed 

through the abovementioned topics. 

On the other hand, according to the role of supervisor and subordinate or 

the current situations (i.e., their knowledge base and power), some offers could 

only be given by the supervisor, and the subordinates could only be the recipients 

and cannot give back immediately with a similar amount of observable 

commodities or services. The return from the subordinates is either unobservable 

or unclearly clarified. Precisely, due to the kindness offered by the supervisor, the 

subordinates might be motivated, which is not observable; the subordinates might 
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work harder with better performance, which might not be directly associated with 

the supervisor’s give, and the performance increase is the outcomes of the leader-

member exchange according to the postulation of this study. In this case, the 

exchange was considered not existing, that only the give from the supervisor was 

observed, and counted as one-way tangible work behaviors.  

The in-group members, which were described as having a good 

relationship with their supervisors by the interviewees, often reported a balanced 

exchange relationship with their supervisors in the work helping issues, and they 

expressed that they would voluntarily offer help to each other. Additionally, for 

one-way behaviors, the supervisor also gave more to the in-group members, for 

example fighting for opportunities or expressing personal care to them. Even 

though not mutual, the supervisor still would allocate more resources or give more 

attention to the in-group members, which is still in line with the LMX theory 

(e.g., Bernerth et al., 2007). According to the above illustration, other outcomes 

could also be predicted due to the mutual or one-way behaviors between the 

supervisor and subordinates, for example, interpersonal satisfaction (Young & 

Perrewe, 2000), perceived justice (Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997), perceived 

support (Ng & Sorensen, 2008) and so on.  

As a critical area of the supervisor-subordinate exchange relationship, 

tangible work exchange behaviors could contribute to various positive 

organizational outcomes as well. And several tangible exchange behaviors pertain 

to work were observed through the interviews. The supervisors and subordinates 

exchange favor voluntarily and sometimes perform in a reward-perform 

transactional relationship. Still, some one-way behaviors from the supervisor to 

the subordinates were found as well, that the supervisors offered extra effort to 
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help the subordinates to develop themselves or fight for the justice for the 

subordinates. This section provided examples and in-detailed discussion of the 

tangible work behaviors to answer RQ4.  

Tangible Social Exchange (RQ5) 

The last dimension of LMX-Comm was tangible social exchange, 

denoting that the exchange of tangible commodities, gifts, or favors to facilitate 

social relationships which do not pertain to working tasks. Different from the 

previous three areas in LMX-Comm, Tangible social exchange did not have 

negative exchange nor one-way behaviors between the supervisors and 

subordinates. Similar to tangible work exchange, the supervisor and subordinate 

did not report that they have engaged in negative activities together or did bad 

things to each other. The tangible exchange behaviors often were reported as 

positive or neutral. All the behaviors under tangible social exchange were mutual 

and the interview participants have not reported one-way behaviors.  

For tangible social exchange, there were six themes frequently mentioned 

in the interviews. The most frequently mentioned topic was giving small gifts, red 

envelopes, and treating drinks and meals. There were 28 subordinates and 10 

supervisors mentioned they have given small gifts, red envelopes, or treated 

drinks or meals to each other. They engaged in the reciprocal swapping small gifts 

or commodities in their daily life. The reciprocity was embedded in Chinese 

culture, especially in social relationship (Tsui & Farh, 1997). Another topic which 

was mentioned frequently by the participants was attending after-work drinks and 

meals, that the supervisor and subordinates attended such activities after work and 

engage in a mutual communication and interaction process.  
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The following parts illustrated the tangible social exchange behaviors with 

precise examples directly quoted from the interview and with a discussion of the 

communication and behavioral patterns. The RQ5 was answered in this section. 

Tangible social exchange. The following Table 11 presented the themes 

belonged to tangible social exchange. There were in total six themes and 

examples were provided under each theme. 

 

Table 11 

Tangible Social Exchange Behaviors 

Tangible social behaviors  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Attending after-work drink and meal 

(e.g., inviting each other to join in after-work drinks and 
meals) 
 

14 7 

Attending ceremony 
(e.g., attending each other’s or each other’s family 
members’ weddings, funerals, graduation, or kid’s 
birthday) 

 

5 2 

Attending entertainment activity 
(e.g., attending entertainment activities together such as 
concerts, exercise walks, museum visits, and playing 
video games) 
 

12 3 

Giving small gifts, red envelopes, and treating each other to 
drinks and meals 

(e.g., giving each other small gifts, sending red envelopes; 
treating each other to small snacks, drinks, bubble tea, or 
meals) 
 

24 10 

Helping one another with personal matters 
(e.g., helping one another with personal problems and 
issues or sharing personal network resources for each 
other which were not related to work, such as helping to 
contact doctor) 
 

12 9 

Introducing families and friends 
(e.g., introducing family members and friends to each 
other) 

9 4 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing interactions with their 
supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing interactions with 
their own subordinates. 
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Attending after-work drink or meal. After-work drinks or meals are 

commonly mentioned by the interviewees, that they have the experience to invite 

each other to go out for dinner or some after-work drinks. There were 14 

subordinates and 7 supervisors who have mentioned that they have invited another 

one and engaged in such activities. The invitation process per se was a kind of 

mutual communication. And in the process of engaging in such activities, they 

both contributed to the relationship. It was normal for those who had a good 

relationship with their supervisor or subordinates to have a drink or a meal after 

work. For example, an associate manager (B3F): “We have invited each other for 

meals. Like, when PRC subordinates come to here, I invited them for a drink or 

meal about twice a month.” And she indicated that she had a good relationship 

with her subordinates, which is similar to friends, not as a formal leader-member 

relationship. The mutual initiation with each other to attend the after-work meals 

and drinks could be seen as a reciprocal process, that the supervisor and 

subordinate both offered to invite another one to attend the activity. 

Additionally, during the after-work drinks and meals, the exchange 

occurred more intensively. During meals and drinks, the supervisor and 

subordinates talk to each other, which would involve information sharing, opinion 

sharing or making jokes and so on. The reciprocity level between the supervisor 

and subordinate was not indicated by the interviewees, while the mutual exchange 

process was delineated by the interviewees.  

During the after-work drinks and meals, sometimes the roles of supervisor 

and subordinate were blurred, and became a more friend-like relationship. As a 

theme pertains to social nature, the invitation to after-work drinks and meals 

indicated a personal relationship intimacy to build a better relationship with each 
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other. As LMX theory delineated, the roles of supervisor and subordinate were 

formed through role making, role making, and role routinizing processes, and the 

in-/out-group membership was formed very fast and stable, (Liden & Graen, 

1980).  

Engaging in such activities per se could have some positive impact on the 

workplace stress, like team building and other entertainment activities (Robinson-

Kurpius & Keim, 1994) and also could lead to a better satisfaction level towards 

their supervisor and subordinates (Amos, Hu, & Herrick, 2005).  

Attending ceremony. In any culture, attending different ceremonies is a 

representation of interpersonal closeness and a social courtesy (Yick & Gupta, 

2002). Five subordinates and two supervisors mentioned that they gave attended 

each other’s or family members’ ceremonies with their supervisor and 

subordinates accordingly. There are several circumstances elucidated in the 

interview, namely the wedding, giving birth to a baby, funeral, and children’s 

graduation party. Apart from joining these ceremonies, the participants will 

always bring a red envelope or some money to the other side as a kindness and a 

social courtesy. In this case, the one who received money this time has to give 

back the money by attending the ceremony in return. These behaviors could be 

seen as a reciprocal behavior and were mentioned to be seen as a social courtesy 

of reciprocity. For example, a manager (F3F) mentioned: “We normally attend 

some formal occasions, like his son’s wedding. And if I have some issues, he 

would come as well. It’s like courtesy reciprocity.” Another police officer (K1M) 

described: “For example, I have been to his son’s 100-day birthday dinner. He has 

come to my daughter’s graduation party. And some like weddings, parents’ 

funerals, we attended as well.” 
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Indeed, in Chinese culture, attending such activities and giving red 

envelopes to each other along with the attendance is also a representation of 

guanxi (Yan, 1996). As a prevalent factor contributed to the interpersonal 

relationship, the intimacy degree differentiates by the in-/out-group membership. 

Importantly, according to fieldwork (Yan, 1996), there were about half of the gift 

exchange behaviors occurs in ceremonial occasions. And once the money or gift 

has been given to one individual, the individual would give back in next time or 

other ceremonial occasions. These exchanges were embedded in Chinese culture 

and the guanxi relationship between individuals in China (Tsui & Farh, 1997). As 

an acquaintance, the supervisor and subordinate would maintain the relationship 

with the consistent exchange with a relative equivalence (Hwang, 1987; Sahlins, 

2017). A better quality reciprocates relationship between the supervisor and 

subordinate in their social lives (i.e., non-work life) would lead to various positive 

outcomes, including a relationship satisfaction level.  

Attending entertainment activity. The supervisor and subordinate 

mentioned that they engaged in some entertainment activities, including go 

hiking, film watching, joining sports activities, go to KTV, amusement part and so 

on. Twelve subordinates and three supervisors described that they had participated 

in such entertainment activities. They physically engage in such activities 

together. In such activities, intensive interaction between the supervisor and 

subordinate happened, including conversation or some physical behaviors, which 

could also be seen as a kind of exchange in a tangible manner. A junior 

accountant (C1F) illustrated: “We often go to SPA, cinema, or have meals 

together. We have been to Hong Kong together as well.” Some supervisors and 

subordinates engaged in some regular entertainment activities, such as sports 
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activities. A female manager (F3F) said: “We play badminton together every 

weekend.” 

Many of the subordinates or supervisors mentioned that they had a good 

relationship with their supervisors or subordinates. For example, C1F, F3F, and 

J3F all mentioned that they had no communication gap with their supervisors, 

they were like friends, and they had intimate interactions with their supervisors. 

Similar to after-work drinks and meals, some entertainment activities often 

had a positive influence on the interpersonal relationships between the supervisor 

and subordinates. The entertainment activities were often not individually, while 

mostly there were a group of in-group members with the supervisors. According 

to LMX theory, the in-group members indeed have more interactions and 

exchange with the supervisor (e.g., Liden & Graen, 1980). And the role of the 

supervisor and subordinates as formal working relationships changed to a more 

friend-like relationship. Without the restrictions of the working task, and the 

intention of the communication and interactions as pursuing work efficiency, the 

interactions between the supervisor and subordinates tend to be like normal 

friends. Subordinates and supervisors play their roles in the organization or 

outside of the organization with another one and they would have different role 

identity, needs or expectation (Farmer & Aguinis, 2005). As in-group members, 

they exceeded the normal working relationship and consequently have different 

behavioral patterns when interacting with each other, especially comparing to the 

out-group members. They engage in entertainment activities together for social 

purpose. While the high-quality exchange would only happen with in-group 

members, where the relationship between the supervisor and subordinates was not 

so transactional and pertain to the work task per se (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).  
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As depicted by the interview participants, many of the entertainment 

activities were joined by several members and the leader. Thus, the process of 

joining entertainment activities also could be seen as a form of team-building with 

in-group members. And some of the interviewees indeed mentioned that they 

were like having team building activities together. Even though not as a formal 

team building activities, some positive outcomes could also be anticipated, such 

as reduced stress (Robinson-Kurpius & Keim, 1994), better relationships and 

satisfaction (Salas, Priest, & DeRouin, 2005), and better performance (Mullen & 

Copper, 2004). Especially some of the entertainment activities involved the sports 

competition, task accomplishment, and cooperation between the individuals, the 

coherence of the team could be enhanced (Salas, Rozell, Mullen, & Driskell, 

1999). 

Giving small gifts, red envelopes, and treating each other to drinks and 

meals. In the interviews, participants mentioned they have exchanged some small 

gifts, red envelopes (on WeChat or some red-packet cash), or treat each other 

some drinks, snacks or even meals. There were 24 subordinates and 10 

supervisors who have mentioned that they have the exchange on small gifts red 

envelopes or treating each other to drinks or meals. Some of the give may not be 

returned immediately or with the same commodities, such as return some snacks 

for treating to a meal.  

Switching gifts often happened when the supervisor or subordinates 

returned from a vocation or some special occasions. The supervisor or subordinate 

brought some gifts and the next time they would bring a gift for each other in 

return. For example, a PR junior associate (B2F) mentioned: “I exchange gifts 

with some of my subordinates after we came from vocations. The gifts often were 
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the local product or small decorations.” Sometimes the individuals at the 

workplace would buy a package of snacks and send it to the whole team after 

coming back from vocations. For example, a police officer (G1M) mentioned: 

“After they were back from their hometown, they bought some local snacks to us, 

and give some to each of us in the office. And I would do so as well every time. 

This is a tradition of our team.” Indeed, the gift-giving can gradually influence the 

interpersonal relationship, as switching gifts was a process of socialization and 

can build social connections as well (Skågeby, 2010; Wu & Ma, 2017), and the 

social connections of the individual could be maintained at a stable level in a 

sustainable reciprocal relationship (Lampel & Bhalla, 2007). 

Giving red envelopes to each was a tradition in China and not limited to 

China (Siu, 2001), and the tradition happens in many occasions, such as within 

family members (Luo, 2008) or in business (Millington et al., 2005). The 

supervisor and subordinates would give a red packet to each other on many 

occasions, for example, during some traditional holidays, celebrating some good 

news, the wedding ceremony. For example, a sales vice president (I1F) mentioned 

that she gave red packet cash to her boss during some festivals, and her boss give 

red packet via WeChat as a return. And apart from some happy occasions, in 

some sad situations, giving money also happened to express empathy or as a kind 

of help the one who was in trouble. For example, when visiting patients at the 

hospital, the visitor sometimes gave money to the patients’ family members or 

caregivers to express their support. And the caregiver or the family members 

would give back the money when the visitor has some problems or issues in their 

life as a return. At funerals, the money was not called red envelopes, but serves a 

similar function as at hospital to express the empathy and support to the family 
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members. In China, the red envelopes culture was prevalent as gift-giving 

behaviors to maintain a social relationship (Wu & Ma, 2017) and the red packet 

culture was a kind of wish towards specific ceremonies (Millington et al., 2005). 

As a form of economic exchange, the exchange quality was often noticed, that the 

amount of money was often paid attention when they gave and return the red 

envelopes. According to a sale manager (F2M): “We normally control the amount 

of red packet cash at 500 RMB and return with the same amount. Otherwise, both 

sides would be embarrassed.” The exchange of money sometimes was sensitive 

and noticed by the giver and recipient, unlike other forms of tangible exchange 

whose amount was hard to measure, or the equivalence was not mentioned by the 

interview participants.  

Originally the red packets were given with a real read envelope and the 

cash was sealed in it; while with the development of the digital technology and 

advancement of e-payment in China, WeChat pay gradually takes a large 

proportion of red packet in some daily occasions (Liu et al., 2015). And both of 

the supervisor and subordinates sent WeChat red packets with a relatively small 

amount of money in many occasions, for example, some minor festivals 

(mentioned by a marketing analyst C2F), celebrating the success of the bidding 

(mentioned by a sales manager F1M), or completion of a project (mentioned by a 

product manager J1F). Actually, the convenience of online payment to send red 

packet was mentioned by some participant (a sale manager F2M). As a kind of 

switching of favors and a special kind of gift, red packet online can shape the 

social connection between people as well and the reciprocity nature of online gift-

giving was recognized (Skågeby, 2010). As an important component in Chinese 

guanxi, the red packet should be addressed and noticed.  
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Except for the gifting and red packet money exchanging, treating each 

other to meals, drinks or giving snacks was also frequently mentioned by the 

interview participants. They joined some after-work meals together and they 

might treat each other on some occasions. In some cases, the supervisor would 

treat the subordinates. A junior associate (C3M) described: “She often invites me 

for hot pot. Because we sometimes work overtime and we do not have a canteen. 

She likes to invite me to go with her for dinners. Sometimes I ask her whether she 

wants a bubble tea and buy her one cup for return.” While the subordinates 

returned back with other forms as reciprocity. The reciprocity behaviors between 

the supervisors might not with an exact same amount immediately, while the 

exchange happened as a social courtesy to return back the giving. 

Helping one another with personal matters. Some interview participants 

mentioned they have provided or received help or personal favor to or from their 

supervisor and subordinates. When encountering some problems, they asked for 

helps from their supervisor or subordinate, or they will somehow return the favor 

later on. Normally, these helps pertain to their personal lives, for example finding 

some acquaintance in hospital, or trying to reach out some executives to get 

discount in purchasing real estate. They exchanged such favors with each other, 

especially with those in-group members. A police officer (G1M) mentioned: “If I 

have some issue, or he has some issue, we basically would personally give a hand, 

introduce friends or personal networks to help with these issues. For example, my 

boss knows someone who can buy a sausage which needs to queue for a long 

time. And he helps to contact that person, every time when I need to buy some. 

And if I know someone when he needs, I will try to help with these issues as well. 

It’s like a social courtesy.” The interview participant indicated that the reciprocity 
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of the favor was like a social courtesy, that the give should be returned back. Such 

exchange relationship is embedded in Chinese culture and the guanxi relationship 

between individuals (Tsui & Farh, 1997).  

Some interviewees indicated that they had a good interpersonal 

relationship with their supervisor or subordinate and they would give a hand in 

life when needed. A Labor Union Chairman of a State-Owned Enterprise (I3F) 

said: “Our relationship is quite good. If we have some problems in life, he will ask 

whether we need a hand. For example, when my father was paralysis, he found a 

doctor for us, in case we cannot find a proper one or wait for a super long time. 

And if he has problems, we will do so as well.” A good relationship between the 

supervisor and subordinate could predict a higher degree of exchange according to 

the LMX theory (Sheer, 2015). This point of view was proved in the interview as 

well. 

Apart from the tangible social exchange behaviors per se, a good feeling 

or feeling of support was indicated by the participants as well. Several participants 

expressed that their supervisors were helpful, or they knew that if they had some 

problems in personal, their supervisor would give a hand immediately. Indeed, the 

perceived support was indicated by the subordinates due to the help offered by the 

supervisor. In line with the previous research, the helping behavior could result in 

a better perceived supervisory support (Škerlavaj, Černe, & Dysvik, 2014), and 

thus a better performance (Shanock & Eisenberger, 2006) and interpersonal 

relationship satisfaction level (Young & Perrewe, 2000). The feeling of being 

cared and supported could provide a feeling of safety, which could also increase 

the organizational commitment and turnover intention (Ng & Sorensen, 2008; 

Tuzun & Kalemci, 2012). 
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Introducing families and friends. In the non-work interactions of the 

supervisor and subordinate, some occasions they would introduce their family 

members and friends to each other. Nine subordinates and four supervisors 

mentioned that they have such interactions with their supervisors and 

subordinates. Some of the supervisors and subordinates in the interviews 

mentioned that they had a good relationship with another one, so that they 

introduced their family members or friends to each other. Introducing family 

members often happen in some dinner or entertainment activities. For instance, a 

manager (F3F) mentioned: “When we play badminton every week, some friends 

would join together, and we gradually know each other’s friends.” Another vice 

president of a real estate company (I1F) said: “My boss often takes his wife for 

dinner with me, and I take my husband as well. And we all know each other.” 

And introducing friends sometimes involves sharing personal network 

resources to each other. They have mentioned that introducing friends to each 

other sometimes happens when someone has the needs in their own life. Taking a 

sales manager (F2M) for example, he said: “We know each other’s family and 

friends. Normally we help to connect some friends when needed. For example, 

last time he needed house decoration workers, and I helped him to connect one of 

my friends who are doing the decoration business. When comes to family 

members, we often have meals together taking our family members with us.” 

The individuals who mentioned that they have introduced their family 

members to their supervisors or subordinates often have a relatively long working 

period with the supervisor or subordinate. The shortest working period with the 

supervisor was 4 years, and the longest was longer than 20 years. In this way, it 

was easy to imply that those who have introduced family members and friends to 
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each other normally have a longer working time with each other and a better 

relationship. Comply with LMX theory (e.g., Bernerth et al., 2007), a better 

quality of LMX often involves a deeper degree of exchange between the 

supervisor and subordinates. As in-group members who have worked with each 

other for a longer period, the supervisor-subordinate dyad exchanged more as well 

in the tangible social dimension (Sheer, 2015). Similar to other behaviors in the 

tangible social aspect, the relationship between the in-group members and 

supervisors was more like friendship.  

 Summary. In social exchange domain, the roles of the leader and 

member were changed from the formal working relationship, that there was a 

clear definition of the superior and the lower level subordinates, to a more social 

relationship, that the communication between the supervisor and subordinate was 

informal and to the purpose of social, instead of working. Consequently, the 

differentiation between the role in non-work occasions and the work 

circumstances makes the communication more reciprocal and mutual. The 

supervisors did not act as a leader who provides one-way assistance to the 

subordinates and the behaviors between the supervisor and subordinate were more 

exchangeable and mutual. Embedded in social exchange theory, the feeling of 

debt, which is mentioned by Chinese as “owing reqing” makes the recipient pay 

back the favor. 

As in the Chinese culture, the reciprocity as renqing and guanxi is 

embedded in all categories of life (Li & Lee, 2014). Without the restriction of the 

role of supervisor and subordinates, the relationship in their social lives was more 

like friends. In a formal working relationship, the supervisors would perform their 

in-role behaviors, including offering mentorship to the subordinates (Raabe & 
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Beehr, 2003) and communicate in a dominant manner. While in their social life, 

communication became more equal and the social norms of reciprocity and social 

exchange in Chinese culture (Hackett et al., 2003) were exhibited more explicitly. 

As acquaintance relationship, the exchange between individuals was not 

simultaneous and equivalent (Hwang 1987; Sahlins, 2017), while the recipients 

would return the kindness back to the giver as a social courtesy in some way.  

Apart from the exchange of favors in personal lives, the invitation to 

attend or attending activities (e.g., ceremonies, entertainment activities) together 

involved the participation of the individuals as well. The two parties physically 

engaged in activities and exchanged ideas through intensive discussion and 

interactions in the activities. By attending the activities together, the leader-

member relationship quality would be increased through intensive communication 

behaviors and interactions.  

Switching gifts is embedded in various culture across the world, and in 

East Asian culture the gifts and red packet money carries luck and good wishes 

(Millington et al., 2005). Especially with the advancement of digital technology, 

WeChat Pay enables more continent giving and receiving of red packet money in 

daily life (Wu & Ma, 2017). As a part of guanxi regular practice, giving red 

pocket in ceremonies or giving money and gifts in funerals and other sad 

occasions (e.g., patient visiting) was frequently mentioned by the interview 

participants.  

In line with the postulation by Hwang (1987), that the guanxi between the 

supervisor and subordinates were more like the acquaintance, and the in-group 

membership was confirmed that they can exchange mutually, and the exchange 

was a voluntary behavior between the two individuals. As in-group members, the 
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interview participants indicated that they had a good relationship with their 

supervisor personally or in off-work life, which is in line with the illustration in 

LMX theory that a good leader-member relationship could predict a higher degree 

of all four dimensions of exchange behaviors, including tangible social exchange 

behaviors between the supervisor and subordinates.  

Similar to the other three aspects of LMXs, the tangible social exchange 

behaviors could bring about positive outcomes as well. Both the attitudinal and 

behavioral outcomes could be anticipated due to a higher degree of LMX 

according to the interviewees and previous research, for example, better 

relationship satisfaction level (Amos et al., 2005; Salas et al., 2005), higher 

perceived supervisory support (Škerlavaj et al., 2014), reduced stress (Robinson-

Kurpius & Keim, 1994), turnover intention (Tuzun & Kalemci, 2012) and so on. 

As a social aspect of LMX, the relationship between the tangible social exchange 

and tasks or working tasks is not strongly related together. While a higher degree 

of tangible social exchange could enhance the interpersonal relationship and 

strengthen the guanxi between the supervisor and subordinates, which could do 

good to the interpersonal relationship and thus the working efficiency to some 

degree.  

As in Chinese culture, the guanxi within individuals makes the in-group 

and out-group differentiation, and the norms of reciprocity embedded deeply in 

the interpersonal relationship. Without the boundary of the formal working tasks 

and working roles as supervisor and subordinates, the social exchange between 

the supervisor and subordinates was inclined to be more flexible and the 

behaviors based on the social exchange norms were more mutual, with few or 

without the one-way input and contribution from the supervisor side or the 
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supervisor’s dominating the communication as they did in the other three facets 

(e.g., supervisors act as a mentor to give instructions). There was no negative 

exchange nor one-way communication found in the facet of tangible social 

exchange. And still, as a social interaction between the supervisor and 

subordinates, positive influence on the interpersonal relationship and some 

attitudinal outcomes was mentioned by the interview participants. This section 

answered the RQ5, which elucidated the tangible social exchange behaviors with 

examples from the interview, and discussions on the connection between the 

tangible social behaviors and interpersonal relationship.   

Communication Channels (RQ6) 

After exploring the four dimensions of LMX-Comm, including work 

communication, social communication, tangible work, and tangible social 

exchange, this study also investigated the communication channels during the 

process of communication and interaction between the supervisors and 

subordinates. When comes to the communication channel, the focus of the 

interviewees’ response was normally on communication exchange between the 

supervisor and subordinates. While, due to the fact that WeChat had the function 

of sending a red packet to each other, this was the only tangible exchange 

behavior that was mentioned in the interviews. According to the interview data, 

some communication channels functioned as formal communication (i.e., work 

communication) tool to help the work between the supervisor and subordinates; 

and some of the channels also functioned as an approach to conduct chitchat on 

casual and non-work issues (i.e., social communication) in the communication 

dyad between the supervisor and subordinates. 
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After the exploration of the communication channels, there were four main 

communication channels identified in the eleven groups of interviews, and they 

were email, face-to-face, phone call and WeChat call, and social media. Face-to-

face was the most mentioned communication channels. All the subordinates and 

most of the supervisors described that they had communicated face-to-face with 

their supervisor or subordinates. In face-to-face communication, the supervisor 

and subordinates communicated on working tasks or work-related issues, and also 

on some social topics and non-work issues. Another frequently mentioned 

communication was social media, only one of the subordinates did not mention 

the communication via social media with their supervisor and over half of the 

supervisors said that they had used social media to communicate with their 

subordinates. With the development of new technologies, many companies 

gradually take the new technologies as one of the most important issues during the 

communication processes (Ean, 2011). Under social media, there were several 

different applications (i.e., social network sites) identified in the interviews, 

including some internal social media application developed by the company, 

WeChat, Skype, and WhatsApp. Some companies, especially those big 

technology companies, developed their own communication social network 

application for their employees’ internal use. Due to the differences in social 

media habits, only Hong Kong use Skype and WhatsApp to communicate with 

each, and WeChat was mention in all areas including Hong Kong. WeChat 

messages were the most frequently mentioned social network site mentioned in 

social media, and the supervisor and subordinate communicate both work-related 

and non-work issues on WeChat. As mentioned above, WeChat carried another 

function as the “wallet” of people in China, and the supervisor and subordinates 
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give red envelopes to each other as a form of tangible exchange. The exchange of 

red envelopes, as mentioned above, was the only tangible exchange behavior 

which was discussed in the later section as the unique function of WeChat. As the 

prevalence of social media adoption in the current world and the advancement of 

technology, social media gradually increased and become the essential 

communication channel in the organization. 

The following sections illustrated the communication channels in the 

interaction between the supervisor and subordinates with examples from the 

interview. Under each type of the communication channel, several issues 

identified in the interview data were discussed. Firstly, which types of exchange, 

work communication or social communication, did the supervisor and subordinate 

conduct via each communication channel was identified with examples. Secondly, 

the purpose of using the communication channel and/or in what circumstance to 

communicate by the interview participants was specified, such as to send files via 

emails, to have a casual talk or chitchat on WeChat, or to make a phone call when 

emergent issues happened or cannot contact the individual instantly. Thirdly, the 

advantages of using the communication channel were discussed if mentioned by 

the interview participants, for example, using internal social media application 

was safe and confidential, face-to-face instruction was clearer and more 

simultaneous. As the illustration of each communication channel and the 

discussion on the abovementioned issues, the patterns of using each 

communication channel were elucidated clearly and interesting findings were 

presented in later sections. This part of results answered the last research question 

RQ6. The types of communication channels and the number of responses were 

presented in Table 12. 
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Table 12 

Types of Communication Channels 

Communication channels  𝑛!	#$%	 𝑛!	#$&	 
Email 

- work communication (e.g., sending instructions, files, 
formal information, or mass routine emails) 

- normally used by foreign or joint venture companies 
- remote communication (e.g., working from home, 

remote office) 
 

11 3 

Face-to-face 
- work communication (e.g., delivering tasks, giving 

instructions, making comments, performance review, 
promotion notification) 

- social communication (e.g., chitchat in office, at lunch 
or after work) 

 

33 15 

Phone call 
- work communication (e.g., delivering work tasks, or 

telling somebody to come via phone call or WeChat 
call) 

- emergencies (e.g., calling each other when emergent) 
- remote communication (e.g., working from home, 

remote office) 
 

8 3 

Social media and instant message 
Internal social media applications 

- work communication (e.g., delivering tasks, giving 
instructions, sending files) 

- mostly developed and used by technology companies 
(e.g., independently developed by the internal IT 
team for internal communication) 

- confidential content (e.g., used to communicate and 
send confidential information or files between 
employees) 

Skype 
- used by foreign company 
- work communication (e.g., delivering tasks, making 

comments to the work) 
- social communication (e.g., chitchat) 

WeChat 
- widely adopted in Mainland Chinese organizations 
- work communication (e.g., delivering tasks, giving 

instructions, sending files) 
- social communication (e.g., chitchat, after-work 

communication) 
WhatsApp 

- used in Hong Kong companies 

31 
5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
27 
 
 
 
 
 
2 

9 
- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
8 
 
 
 
 
 
- 
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- work communication (e.g., delivering tasks, giving 
instructions) 

- social communication (e.g., chitchat, after-work 
communication) 

Notes.	𝑛!	#$%	denotes number of participants describing types of communication 
channels with their supervisor. 𝑛!	#$&	denotes number of participants describing 
types of communication channels with their own subordinates. 

 

Email. The first communication discussed here was email. The supervisor 

and subordinate used emails to send files, give feedbacks, assign tasks, distribute 

notifications, remind of issues and so on. Communicating via email was 

mentioned frequently, that one third (n = 11) of the interviewed subordinates and 

three supervisors mentioned that they had used emails to communicate with each 

other or had sent emails to another one. According to the interviews, the 

supervisor and subordinates only communicate on work issues via email (i.e., 

only work communication exchange existed in email communication). Indeed, 

email as a communication channel has become an integrated part of the daily 

working routine (Turnage & Goodboy, 2016), and has been proved to be an 

effective approach of communication at the workplace (Lee et al., 2005). The 

dyad would not communicate socially, such as talking about hobbies or gossips, 

via email. Emails were normally treated as a formal communication channel 

(Braun et al, 2019; Ean, 2011) to communicate on serious issues, instead of some 

irrelevant or casual issues. Email communication has been found have various 

functions in organizations from previous research, including acting as a formal 

communication channel, delivering work and task information and notifications, 

facilitate communication when the communication individuals were not on-site or 

physically available (Ean, 2011). According to the interviews, there were mainly 

four functions that email carried to facilitate supervisor-subordinate 

communication.  
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Formal communication channel. Email was a formal communication 

channel to facilitate the communication between the supervisor and subordinates. 

As described by a marketing senior associate (H1F): “When the project had big 

progress and I had to report, I normally used email to make a report. Such serious 

and formal issues normally need to be notified through email as a record. And we 

would make a copy to the top managers as well.” Except for reporting the work 

process, sending instructions and delivering tasks to the subordinates was 

mentioned by a PR senior associate (H3F): “If he has some work to deliver to me, 

he will send an email to me containing the instructions, which is more serious.”. 

Email communication has taken an important part in formal communication at the 

workplace and help the leader and member to communicate on work issues and 

tasks. The communication via emails normally was reciprocal, due to the fact that 

the email receiver normally has to reply to the email to acknowledge. There was 

an information exchange between the email sender and receiver.  

Documents and files sending. Similar to formal communication function, 

email can also help to send files to each other contained in the attachment, which 

would be more convenient and reliable than other communication channels. As a 

formal communication channel, emails helped in sending files and documents in 

the daily routine. According to the manager in the telecom industry (F3F): “If we 

need to send files to each other, we normally use emails.” During the interactions 

between the supervisor and subordinate, except other approaches to send files to 

each other (e.g., on social media messages), a formal way to send files to each 

other was email communication to keep a record and a reference for further usage. 

As a summary, a record or briefing before or after a face-to-face 

discussion. Email took the briefing function of briefing a project, or a summary 
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and record for face-to-face communication. Email carried limited information and 

only took the function as a short summary of information no matter before or after 

a face-to-face communication or other forms of precise instructions which carried 

richer content. Due to the lack of language variety (Lee et al., 2005; Lengel & 

Daft, 1989) and clarity of information (Braun et al., 2019) as noticed by many 

employees. Email sometimes would create unclarity of information during the 

communication process and the synchronicity (Braun et al., 2019), the emails 

sometimes acted as a starter of the following rich communication channels (e.g., 

face-to-face communication or phone call). For example, a marketing associate 

manager (B3F) mentioned: “Sometimes I went to her office to discuss the issues 

and then sent her an email to summarize the content. Otherwise, sending an email 

before a discussion, she would not know what I was talking about and it was 

brusque.” The email sometimes was taken as a supplementary procedure to face-

to-face communication and contained the most relevant and brief information in 

it.  

Facilitating communication when individuals were not available. Indeed, 

email communication could facilitate communication when the communication 

individuals were not available or onsite (Ean, 2011; Smith et al., 2018). And more 

importantly, emails and other telecom technologies makes the employees work 

from other locations (e.g., work from home, global office) (Fonner & Roloff, 

2010). Some interview participants mentioned that they seldomly used email at 

work; while after working from home due to the Covid-19 situations, they sent 

and received over thirty emails a day, according to an administrative secretary 

(B1M). They normally communicated face-to-face at work. If face-to-face 

communication becomes unavailable, they used email to transmit information and 
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give directions and guidelines related to work. For those work remotely and away 

from the central organization office, the communication via emails and other 

telecommunication channels could help them to transmit information and 

complete the working tasks on the daily bases (Smith et al., 2018).   

Email not as a popular communication channel. As identified in the 

data, email as a work communication channel was only mentioned by some of the 

interviewees. While as described in previous studies of communication channels 

in the western context, emails were often one of the most mentioned 

communication channels and have been treated as the integrated element of work 

routine (D'Urso& Pierce, 2009). In response to this interesting phenomenon, 

follow-up questions were asked by the researcher with the interviewed 

individuals. The interview participants were asked the reason why they did not 

use email frequently and some potential answers were provided by them. 

Firstly, many Chinese people do not know how to write an email properly. 

Similar to English writing, that an email begins with a “Dear Mr./Mrs.” and ends 

with a “Best regards”, Chinese also has its own language use to write a letter. 

While many of the Chinese did not know how to write a beginning and an ending 

properly, which might decrease the willingness of using email to communicate 

with their supervisor and subordinates. One of the interview participants (D1F) 

mentioned: “I only know one way to write the ending for Chinese emails. In 

elementary school, we were taught to write ‘Sincerely. Salute’. But it is so wired 

to use Salute is quite wired. So, I normally do not write emails to my leader.” 

Secondly, trust was embedded in the interpersonal relationship in Chinese 

culture. Emails sometimes were treated as a kind of proof or record at work. In 

this case, people would feel unnecessary to keep the record formally via emails, 
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which might hurt the mutual trust norm in some way. As mentioned by an analyst 

(C2F): “Writing emails is like we do not trust each other and have to keep a 

record. It is not necessary to use email to communicate.” Emails were then used 

only in some necessary circumstances. 

Thirdly, people like to have informal communication than the formal one. 

Email is a formal communication, and people cannot easily reply to the email like 

instant messages. According to B1M: “We often discuss the tasks, and emails 

cannot help us to discuss the work. Sending emails is too complicated. So, we 

normally do not use email.” The intensive working discussion sometimes was 

needed in work communication, and emails can hinder the discussion process. 

Lastly, employees have other alternatives to use to communicate, such as 

social media and instant messages. With the development of technology, social 

media and instant messages can carry more and more various types of 

information, such as text, audio, video, file, picture and so on. Emails were used 

to deliver tasks and send files as attachments; while these two functions can be 

achieved with social media and instant messages. As mentioned by D1F: “We 

have our internal communication application, and we send files via the application 

instead of email. It is not convenient to use email.” And email normally was 

considered to be a record for completing a task, and in the interviews, H1F 

mentioned: “We normally communicate working issues in our internal 

application, to keep a record.” And the functions of email normally can be 

replaced by social media and instant messages. Therefore, sometimes emails were 

not the first choice to communicate with each other.  

Face-to-face. Face-to-face communication was the most frequently 

mentioned communication channels in the interviews, that all of the interview 
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participants mentioned that they have communication with their supervisor or 

subordinates face-to-face. And indeed, face-to-face is one of the most preferred 

communications for the clarity and effectiveness of communication channel, even 

though the preference level depends on the tasks and contextual factors (Smith et 

al., 2018). According to Men (2014), strategic use of face-to-face communication 

has been taken as an important component of transformational leadership, which 

considered as one of the best leadership styles for the individuals and 

organization. Face-to-face communication refers to the situation that the 

supervisor and subordinate present to each other physically and exchange 

information through verbal or non-verbal communication behaviors. From 

previous scholars’ postulation, face-to-face communication often led to leadership 

effectiveness superior to other communication channels (Smith et al., 2018) and 

was perceived to have more information and quality than any other 

communication channels (Braun et al., 2019; Ean, 2011).  

According to the interview, there were two types of communication 

exchange embedded in face-to-face communication, namely, work 

communication exchange and social communication exchange. Through face-to-

face communication, the supervisor and subordinate communicated on work 

tasks, performance review, workplace gossips, work complaints and so on at the 

workplace or off-work; and also, on their hobbies, making jokes, family issues 

and so on during lunch or other leisure time. Physically presented to each other, 

the communication media richness was largely enriched according to the Media 

Richness Theory (MRT) in Daft and Lengel’s work (1984; 1986). Face-to-face 

communication could facilitate the adoption of various information cues (verbally 

and nonverbally), instant response from both sides, concentration on the 
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personalized communication, and the variety of language use, according to the 

definition of a communication channel in MRT (Daft & Lengel, 1984). The 

communication with the individuals physically presented to each other could have 

various attitudinal outcomes, including perceived good leadership (Mayfield & 

Mayfield, 2002), relationship satisfaction and maintenance (Sias et al., 2012a) and 

so on. Notably, face-to-face communication is still the most essential approach to 

maintain the workplace relationship in the organization (Sias, Pedersen, 

Gallagher, & Kopaneva, 2012b). Apart from the attitudinal outcomes of face-to-

face communication, it could also help the supervisors to convey information 

effectively with higher synchronicity comparing most of the other communication 

channels (Braun et al., 2019), and can facilitate the positive image of the leader to 

increase the satisfaction towards the leader and job per se (De Vries et al., 2010). 

And the clarity of face-to-face communication has been noticed and appreciated 

by many scholars (Ean, 2011; Monzani et al., 2014).  

During the interviews, both social and work communication exchange was 

illustrated by the interview participants. The following parts discussed the four 

issues separately. Firstly, apart from the social communication exchange during 

face-to-face communication, the leader-member dyad also discussed work-related 

issues, which was the core of the working tasks. As mentioned by the many 

interview participants (10 subordinates and 1 supervisor), due to the fact that 

sitting desks were close to each other so that they came to each other personally to 

communicate the working issues. Secondly, the advantage of face-to-face 

communication, that it was effective and clear, as mentioned by many interview 

participants. Thirdly, another special issues, that the subordinates sometimes 

wanted to avoid direct face-to-face communication, was mentioned by several 



 
 

138 

subordinate interviewees. The reasons for avoiding such communication were 

specified. Lastly, the employees talked about non-work-related issues with their 

supervisors during lunch or after work to keep a good relationship with each 

other. The communication was illustrated in the last part. 

Work communication exchange: because the working desks were close 

to each other. As an interesting pattern, the close distance of sitting desks could 

facilitate face-to-face communication. And such a phenomenon was mentioned by 

eleven subordinates and one supervisor. The physical closeness made the degree 

of availability and accessibility of the individuals higher, which could facilitate 

face-to-face communication. For example, a product manager (J1F) depicted: 

“We sit close to each other, and we complain to each other about the work, or the 

air conditioner and so on. It is easy for us to talk to each other.” Another team 

member (A2M) mentioned: “She just sit behind me, so if she has something to tell 

me or deliver a task, she will directly tell me and instruct me.” Indeed, the 

allocation of the workplace desks could influence the communication patterns and 

this part should be borne in mind by the supervisors and try to allocate the 

workplace accordingly.  

Work communication exchange: to clearly talk about working issues. As 

noticed by many scholars and previous literature, the clarity and effectiveness of 

face-to-face communication were highly appreciated (e.g., Braun et al., 2019; 

Ean, 2011). As the most frequently mentioned topic comparing to other 

communication, the advantage of using face-to-face communication was highly 

appreciated by the interview participants as well. The interviewees described the 

effectiveness and clarity of face-to-face communication and some of them treat 

face-to-face communication as the central communication channel to deliver 
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tasks. For example, as mentioned in the email communication part, the email 

communication only acted as a supplementary role to the face-to-face 

communication depicted by the interviewees, and a more elaborative way to 

communicate with each other (Braun et al., 2019). As a consequence of effective 

face-to-face communication effectiveness leadership and working effectiveness 

could be increased as well (Smith et al., 2018). 

Work communication exchange: to avoid face-to-face communication. 

The avoidance of face-to-face communication has been noticed by many 

scholars (e.g., Nardi & Whittaker, 2002; O'Kane, Palmer, & Hargie, 2007). People 

were found to use email or social media platform messages to avoid face-to-face 

communication (O’Kane & Hargie, 2007). To avoid conflicts, reduce uncertainty 

or increase the communication appropriateness might act as the motives to avoid 

face-to-face communication and turn to computer-mediated-communication 

(CMC) channels by the subordinates (Schulze, Schultze, West, & Krumm, 2016; 

Spitzberg, 2006).  

Hierarchical culture in China (Xi, 2018), especially for out-group 

members, makes the subordinates and supervisor had a large power distance gap 

(Jia, Yan, Cai, & Liu, 2018; Khatri, 2009). With in-group members, in line with 

LMX theory, the supervisor and subordinates exchange mutually in all four 

dimensions of LMXs (Sheer, 2015) and the gap and relationship gap were 

narrower. The relationship between the supervisor and subordinates was more 

transactional without a good socially interpersonal relationship (Graen & Uhl-

Bien, 1995). Consequently, when the subordinates were not the in-group members 

or only as a normal subordinate, they might fear their supervisor or have a 

tendency to avoid face-to-face communication. As a consequence, people might 
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choose to send emails or via other channels to distribute the information (O’Kane 

& Hargie, 2007). Some interviewees expressed that they were afraid to be 

criticized violently, therefore they chose to send emails or WeChat their 

supervisor to avoid such a situation. For example, a PR associate (D1F) 

elucidated: “Sometimes I was afraid that I would be rebuked and scolded by my 

supervisor, and I then would choose to online communicate with him as an 

alternative.” As can be noticed, the subordinates sometimes were afraid of the 

power and authority of their supervisor when they could anticipate bad outcomes 

of the face-to-face communication.  

Some of the interview participants said that they anticipated a hard 

conversation with their supervisor, therefore, they decided to avoid such intensive 

communication (Nardi & Whittaker, 2002; O’Kane & Hargie, 2007). The hard 

communication was due to various reasons, for example, their supervisor’s a bad 

mood, the embarrassment of the issue and so on. Using emails or other channels 

to communicate can provide a shelter to hide behind comparing to direct face-to-

face interaction (O’Kane, Palmer, & Hargie, 2007). Taking a marketing analyst 

(C2F) as an example: “Sometimes to directly talking to her is quite embarrassing. 

So, I just sent WeChat messages to her so that we do not need to have face-to-face 

communication with each other.”  

Noticeably, not only the subordinates would try to avoid face-to-face 

communication with their supervisor, but the supervisor would also avoid face-to-

face interaction with the subordinates for some reasons. For instance, a trainee 

(A1M) mentioned: “When I just entered the company, he talked to me frequently. 

But afterwards, due to the fact that our tasks did not have much in common and 

we cannot help each other a lot, he talked to me less. And after a long time, I can 
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feel his guilt that he did not give me many instructions or keep a very intensive 

communication. Therefore, he became more and more polite, and finally just sent 

emails to me, instead of talking to me directly. Even though out desks were only 

separated with a board.” The supervisor avoided communication in some cases as 

well and this was also an interesting phenomenon depicted by the interview 

participants.    

Social communication exchange through face-to-face communication. 

During the process of face-to-face communication, the supervisor and 

subordinates interacted with each other which not directly related to work. They 

had chitchat at work, during lunch, off-work, at weekends, or any other occasions 

as depicted by the interview participants. As discussed in previous part in social 

communication exchange themes, the chitchat could facilitate the interpersonal 

relationship and the exchange of personal habits or other issues could help the 

supervisor and subordinates know each other better (Keyton et al., 2013; Pullin, 

2010). For example, as depicted by an associate manager (K2M): “I had lunch 

with my supervisor sometimes, and we would have some talks on work and lives. 

Something which is not appropriate during working time, I normally chose the 

lunchtime to have chitchat with my supervisor.” The topics of the chitchat varied 

and were illustrated in the previous part of the social communication exchange 

part. 

Phone call. Phone call is another preferred communication channel 

following face-to-face communication (Sias et al., 2012a), as the content richness 

and language variety, and the immediacy of response were all in a high degree 

during making the phone call (Daft & Lengel, 1984). The telephone calls were 

another type of traditional communication channel, same as face-to-face 
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communication (Braun et al., 2019). Phone calls and WeChat call were mentioned 

by the interviewees several times (8 subordinates and 3 supervisors) as the least 

frequently mentioned communication channel. Indeed, the communication via 

phone calls and WeChat calls only included work communication exchange in the 

interviews and the supervisor and subordinate would not interact socially (i.e., 

have social communication exchange) via calls. The advantages of phone call 

were not mentioned by the interviewees, while were listed above, which similar to 

face-to-face communication, while the lack of the facial expression or body 

language, which might make differences in the interpretation of messages and 

information. There were two situations where the supervisor and subordinate 

made a phone call, namely, in emergent issues, and when the employee was not 

physically available. The following paragraphs illustrated the two situations 

where phone call and WeChat call happened. 

Emergencies. Some of the interviewees mentioned that they made phone 

calls to their supervisor or subordinate when emergent issues happened. As an 

approach with a high immediacy, which is an important indicator of media 

richness (Daft & Lengel, 1984), the communication could facilitate an immediate 

solution or response from the other side than other computer-mediated-

communication channels (e.g., emails, social media), especially when face-to-face 

communication was not available. The individuals call another one to get an 

immediate response or to alert another one through phone calls or WeChat calls. 

As mentioned by a senior accountant (I2F): “If I had some emergencies or some 

urgent issues that I had to contact him immediately, I would call him and seek for 

help.” 
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Contacting the individuals who were not at the same place. Apart from 

the emergencies mentioned by the interviewees, phone calls and WeChat calls 

enable individuals to contact another one who was not at the same place, for 

example, work remotely and when the individual was not on site (Stich et al., 

2017). Work from home or remote working mode made the phone call more 

regular to communicate on work issues. A sales manager (F1M) described: “My 

subordinates were all at remote areas, and I cannot meet with them immediately. 

Therefore, I make a phone call with them with working issues.” Some interview 

participants mentioned the situation of work from home due to Covid-19. 

Normally if they were at the office, they would directly communicate face-to-

face. While due to the fact that they cannot meet up, and the information needs to 

be explained precisely, phone calls as an elaborate communication channel could 

facilitate the communication as well, as an alternative of face-to-face 

communication. For example, a marketing analyst (C2F) illustrated: “Because we 

recently all work from home, we make phone calls to each other to talk about 

working issues.” Telephone and other communication-mediated-communication 

channels could help to facilitate the communication between the supervisor and 

subordinates and engage in workplace activities (Fonner & Roloff, 2010; Smith et 

al., 2018).  

Social media and instant message. Apart from the abovementioned 

several types of communication channels, social media and instant message were 

another prevalent approach for the supervisor and subordinate to interact with 

each other formally, informally, on working issues, on social issues. Social media 

was the second most frequently mentioned communication channel. There were 

31 subordinates and nine supervisors mentioned that they have used social media 



 
 

144 

to contact their supervisor or subordinates.  Advancement of technology improved 

the level of communication within the organizations largely, especially with the 

adoption of computer-mediated-communication channels (Miller, 2009). Indeed, 

social media informal communication channel (Ean, 2011) in its nature, as a 

social network site; while as the wide adoption of social media, more and more 

workplace activities were completed through social media. For example, 

employees send working files to each other via WeChat, work instructions are 

delivered via WeChat, group meetings are held in the text on WeChat and so on.  

Social media could not only increase workplace communication which 

pertains to work but increase the interpersonal intimacy as well. Social media and 

other telecommunication channels facilitate the development of workplace 

friendships (Sias et al., 2012a), which have a various positive influence on the 

organizational outcomes (Berman et al., 2002). The employees at the workplace 

(including the supervisor and subordinate) also talked about social issues and 

personal chitchats as mentioned in the interviews. The adoption of social media 

shapes an individual’s life and communication style. Advancement of technology 

and the wide adoption of social media sites gradually decreased the intention and 

necessity of using face-to-face communication (Thatcher & Zhu, 2006) and 

gradually become one of the most prevalent communication channels at the 

workplace. Indeed, the media richness of social media increased with the 

development of technology (Sambasevam et al., 2017).  

As mentioned above, there were work communication exchange and social 

communication exchange behaviors via social media. The following paragraphs 

described the three types of exchange behaviors via social media platforms, and 

described three types of purposes of using social media in the workplace 
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communication processes, including to keep confidentiality, to keep a record, and 

to informally and instantly discuss work issues.  

Work communication exchange: to keep confidentiality via internal 

social media platform. As mentioned by many interview participants, their 

companies developed their own internal social media platform for the employees 

to communicate internally. One of the important reasons for such platforms is to 

keep all the information confidentially, instead of using other platforms to leak the 

secrets of the business and trade. There were in total of five employees mentioned 

that their companies have developed a communication application. For example, a 

marketing senior associate (H1F) from a technology company described: “If the 

tasks were assigned by superior or with much importance and complexity, she 

would formally use the internal social media communication application to inform 

me in written form.” Another PR associate in a telecommunication company 

(D1F) mentioned: “We have an internal communication application, like WeChat. 

If the information or the issues we talked about is confidential or related to 

business secretes, we would use the internal application to send files, or 

communicate.” Interestingly, all the five interviewees who mentioned that their 

companies developed the internal communication application were from 

telecommunication companies or other related technology-based companies. 

Their companies have the ability and background to develop such communication 

application to keep all the sensitive information confidentially.  

Work communication exchange: to keep a record. There were several 

circumstances that communication via social media was to keep a record. After 

the face-to-face communication or phone calls, many information was 

communicated verbally and without a written form, some subordinates then typed 
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and summarized the information and contents then sent to the supervisor as a 

record. An associate manager (B3F) mentioned: “I would send her the 

information after the discussion to make her acknowledged and can recall 

afterwards about what we have discussed, in case there were some problems.” 

Another circumstance was as evidence of completion of work. For example, a 

police officer (G1M) mentioned: “I normally send a WeChat message to him after 

I completed my work as evidence to prove that I have completed the work. 

Because if we did not treat the work seriously, the consequences were extremely 

server. I need to tell him precisely about what I have done. If there were some 

follow-up problems, I can prove that this is not my problem.” The purpose of 

keeping a record was mainly on to avoid the risks of taking bad consequences. 

The subordinates normally would try to keep a record to keep the information 

recallable and as a proof of task completion.  

Work communication exchange: to informally and instantly discuss 

working issues. As noticed by scholars, social media platforms indeed carry the 

function of being an informal communication channel (Ean, 2011). Social media 

also helps the group members, including the supervisor and subordinate to 

communicate instantly without the restriction of geographical distance (Pitafi, 

Liu, & Cai, 2018). The instant communication via social media to some degree 

makes the media richness of the communication channel higher, that the 

synchronicity of the communication, response immediacy, language variety, and 

information cues were all performed well through social media (Sambasevam et 

al., 2017). The characteristics of social media develop with the advancement of 

technology and gradually become similar to the openness and transparency of 

face-to-face communication (Ou et al., 2013). Some of the interview participants 
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mentioned that social media (e.g., WeChat) was a convenient approach to 

communicating with each other, for example, a finance company employee 

(A2M), a secretary (B1M), an associate manager (B3F) and so on. Several 

interviewees mentioned that they would communicate casually on some work 

issues and communicate instantly. The computer-mediated-communication 

channels including social media platforms enable employees to communicate 

instantly in real time (Cameron & Webster, 2005) and the help seeking behaviors 

and knowledge sharing processes could be facilitated and simplified via social 

media (Ou et al., 2013). As a consequence of instant communication between 

each other, the work performance and interpersonal relationship could be 

increased (Huang & Yen, 2003; Sambasevam et al., 2017; Sias et al., 2012a).  

Social communication exchange: to have chitchat. Apart from the 

abovementioned work communication exchange, social media also facilitates 

social communication exchange between the supervisor and subordinates. Due to 

the instant and informal characteristics of social media as discussed in the 

previous section, social media also serves as a good channel to communicate 

some non-work issues (Ean, 2011). Without the restriction of geographical 

distance, even off work or other occasions, the supervisor and subordinates could 

communicate with each other on non-work issues via social media. The 

information communication via social media could have various positive 

outcomes (Zhao & Rosson, 2009), including relational benefits (e.g., Fay, 2011) 

and personal benefits. As illustrated in social communication part, the topics 

discussed, such as hobbies, social hot topics, and gossips, were sometimes via 

social media platforms as reported by interview participants. For example, a PR 

associate (D1F) described: “When my leader saw the latest news about my 
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favorite celebrity, he just sent the link to me on WeChat to keep me updated.” The 

social communication exchange behaviors were not limited to face-to-face 

communication, but also can happen on social media platforms. And social media 

enables social communication after work as well. An associate manager (B3M) 

mentioned that her supervisor sometimes came to her after working time and a 

sales vice president (I1F) mentioned that her boss and she sometimes talked about 

relationship marriage problems with each other on WeChat. Social media 

platforms indeed enhanced the communication to eliminate the time and 

geographical limitation of face-to-face communication.   

Summary. Various communication channels were discussed in this part, 

including some traditional channels (e.g., face-to-face communication and phone 

call), and computer-mediated communication channels (e.g., emails and social 

media). The following Table 13 presented the types of communication exchange 

(i.e., work or social communication exchange) by different channels. 

 

Table 13 

Work/Social Communication Exchange and Communication Channels 

 Communication channels 
Work communication 
exchange 

- Email 
- Face-to-face communication 
- Phone call and WeChat call 
- Social media and instant message 

- Internal social media applications 
- Skype 
- WeChat 
- WhatsApp 
 

Social communication 
exchange  

- Face-to-face communication 
- Social media and instant message 

- Skype 
- WeChat 
-WhatsApp 
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Face-to-face. Face-to-face communication still was the most adopted 

communication channel in daily work and communication between the supervisor 

and subordinate.  

Firstly, face-to-face communication indeed is one of the most effective 

and clear communication which was appreciated by the interviewees and previous 

scholars (Braun et al., 2019). The information variety and language use were 

abundant and elaborative, which have a positive impact on work performance and 

organizational effectiveness as well (Smith et al., 2018).  

Secondly, face-to-face communication could facilitate different types of 

LMXs, including the work communication exchange and social communication 

exchange. The supervisor and subordinates could talk about work issues and non-

work issues on different occasions. The physical distance which influenced face-

to-face communication was mentioned a lot by the interviewees. If the working 

desk distance between the supervisor and subordinate was close, the face-to-face 

communication might be initiated due to the convenience of the direct interaction.  

Thirdly, despite the effectiveness, clarity and other merits of face-to-face 

communication, some subordinates still reported that they tried to avoid direct 

face-to-face communication with their supervisor in some situations, for example, 

to avoid violent criticize and rebuke, and avoid embarrassment situation when 

there was an anticipated hard conversation (O’Kane & Hargie, 2007). To avoid 

such direct face-to-face communication, the subordinates normally would choose 

computer-mediated communication channels, including emails and social media.  

Email and social media. Indeed, the computer-mediated-communication 

channels include various types of communication channels, including email, 

social media and so on (Sias et al., 2012b) and were mentioned a lot by the 
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interviewees. Firstly, as mentioned above, besides as the alternative to face-to-

face communication when avoiding direct and intensive interaction, emails and 

social media could also facilitate remote communication between individuals 

(Smith et al., 2018). The restrictions of geographical distance could be broken 

when using computer-mediated-communication channels. Working from home or 

outstation work conditions were improved due to the adoption of new technology. 

Secondly, email and social media messages also help as a written record 

for the supervisor and subordinate, instead of writing on the real papers. The 

subordinates can mark down the meeting summaries, report the progress, or send 

reports to the supervisors to keep a record.  

Thirdly, different from email, which mainly facilitates work 

communication between supervisor and subordinate, social media can carry both 

work and social communication information in the daily communication 

processes. Social media gradually becomes one of the most prevalent 

communication channels in the workplace, and face-to-face communication was 

influenced by social media adoption (Thatcher & Zhu, 2006). The communication 

can take place at work and after work. In Mainland China, WeChat is a daily 

communication no matter in social life and work environment. WeChat takes on 

the function of facilitating work communication and social communication more 

than emails and phone calls do.  

Lastly, for some of the technology companies, due to their own resources, 

they developed their own social media application for their employees to convey 

confidential information or files to avoid the information leakage by using other 

social media platforms developed by other companies.  
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Phone calls and WeChat calls. Apart from the abovementioned types of 

communication channels, phone calls and WeChat calls were also mentioned in 

the interviews as a traditional communication channel (Braun et al., 2019).  

Firstly, according to the interview participants, only work communication 

exchange happened in phone calls, and the supervisor and subordinate did not 

communicate non-work issues during telephone call.  

Secondly, supervisors and subordinates often made phone calls during 

emergencies or when the individuals were not at the same place. Similar to 

computer-mediated-communication channels, phone calls also can facilitate 

communication for remote working or work from home. And due to the richness 

of information and high immediacy of response (Daft & Lengel, 1984) carried in 

phone calls, phone call communication is also an elaborative approach to 

exchange information between the supervisor and subordinate.  

The above illustration answered the last research question RQ6, and the 

communication channels were analyzed with contextual information. In general, 

in the process of supervisor-subordinate communication, four types of 

communication channels were adopted and mentioned by the interview 

participants, including email, face-to-face, phone call and WeChat call, and social 

media. The communication between the supervisor and subordinates was 

facilitated by the various types of communication channels. Except for the 

traditional communication channels (i.e., face-to-face and phone calls), social 

media plays a crucial role in the daily communication process and shaped the 

communication pattern a lot in the organizational context.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

This study conducted small group interviews to understand the leader–

member exchange (LMX) behaviors in Chinese organizations. There are two 

major areas of findings in this study: different themes under the four LMX 

dimensions, and communication channels used in leader–member interaction 

processes in Chinese organizations. This chapter reviews the research purpose, 

summarizes the main findings, discusses the results, demonstrates the practical 

implications, states the limitations of the current study, and sheds light on future 

studies.  

Research Purposes 

As a popular theory in leadership studies, LMX addresses dyadic 

interactions between supervisors and subordinates. In Sheer (2015), LMX was 

reconceptualized as a behavioral construct and categorized into four areas, namely 

work communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible work 

exchange, and tangible social exchange. In order to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the interactions between supervisors and subordinates, this 

research sought to use the LMX-Comm framework to guide the thematic analysis. 

As a result, the researcher interviewed 11 small groups, which consisted of 

supervisors and subordinates working in Chinese organizations, to generate the 

themes of leader–member interaction. The current study also explored the 

communication channels used in the interaction processes. 

Summary of Main Findings 

Based on the four-dimensional LMX-Comm framework, the present 

analysis investigated themes of leader–member exchange by conducting small 

group interviews with supervisors and subordinates in Chinese organizations. In 
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total, six research questions were asked to discover the specific themes in each 

dimension of the LMX-Comm framework as well as the communication channels 

used. Firstly, the thematic analysis found no additional dimensions for the 

framework; thus, the four-dimensional framework was supported. Secondly, the 

work communication exchange dimension consisted of six themes. Supervisors 

and subordinates were found to share industry and company insights, discuss 

performance, share ideas to make decisions, and talk about gossip and complaints 

with each other. Thirdly, seven social communication exchange topics emerged. 

In addition to gossip and venting, topics related to family, friends, asset 

management, entertainment activities, and hobbies were also identified. Fourthly, 

three tangible work exchange themes were found. The supervisors and 

subordinates demonstrated mutual helping behaviors; working overtime was also 

compensated by extra time-off. Fifthly, six tangible social exchange behaviors 

were identified. Joining social and entertaining activities, reciprocating favors in 

life, or exchanging gifts and red envelopes were generated in the interview data. 

Lastly, both traditional and computer-mediated communication channels were 

used in leader–member interactions. In addition to face-to-face communication, 

social media was also frequently mentioned in the interviews. WeChat in China is 

a prevalent channel for work and social communication. Email, as a common 

channel for communicating, was found to not be a popular communication 

channel used in Chinese organizations.  

Table 14 below presents the LMX themes, negative topics, and one-way 

behaviors to provide an overview of the leader–member behaviors identified in 

this study.  
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Table 14  

LMX Themes, Negative Topics and One-way Behaviors 

Work communication Social communication 
LMX themes 

- Company future, policy and 
industry insight 

- Performance 
- Work re-arrangement 
- Work facility 

LMX themes 
- Activity 
- Asset management 
- Families and friends 
- Hobby 
- Social hot topic 

Negative topics 
- Personnel change gossip 
- Work complaint 

One-way behaviors 
- Career plan 
- Promotion and salary 

Negative topics 
- Non-work gossip 
- Venting about negative events in 

life 
One-way behaviors 

- Personal consideration 
Tangible work Tangible social 

LMX themes 
- Covering workload 
- Compensatory time-off 
- Work help 

One-way behaviors 
- Fighting for justice and work 

opportunity and taking 
responsibility 

- Training, book, or course 

LMX themes 
- Attending after-work drink or 

meal 
- Attending ceremony 
- Attending entertainment activity 
- Giving small gifts, red 

envelopes, and treating each 
other to drinks and meals 

- Helping one another with 
personal matters 

- Introducing families and friends 
 

Leader-member Interaction Themes under Four Dimensions  

The present study adopted the four-dimensional LMX-Comm framework 

to analyze the leader–member interactions in Chinese organizations. The four-

dimensional framework was ultimately a relatively comprehensive typology for 

understanding leader–member exchange behaviors and topics. No additional 

dimension was found that did not already fit into the four previously defined 

dimensions. However, there were several negative topics (e.g., gossip and 

complaints) in communication exchange that were not frequently discussed in 

previous LMX studies, and several one-way behaviors were also identified. 
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The specific information exchanged and the non-communicative behaviors 

have been discussed in detail in the results and analysis section. This section 

outlines several general patterns and compares them with LMX-Comm-based 

themes as well as with LMSX. 

A total of 22 topics (positive, neutral, and negative topics and themes) 

emerged from the interview data. The discussion of performance was the most 

described mutual communication topic in the work communication themes. In 

non-work social communication, various topics were mentioned by the 

interviewed supervisors and subordinates, from their social activities to their 

family lives. Helping behavior was indeed very common in the workplace as a 

tangible work behavior. More than 80% of the interviewed subordinates indicated 

their mutual helping behaviors related to work tasks. The most mentioned tangible 

social exchange behavior was the exchange of gifts, red envelopes, or treating 

each other to meals and drinks. As a social norm in Chinese culture, such tangible 

exchange behaviors could facilitate guanxi (relationship) between individuals.  

Communication elements embedded in all four facets. In the themes of 

each dimension of the LMX-Comm framework, it was easy to determine that 

communication elements were embedded within them. Even in tangible exchange, 

communication also facilitated the behaviors in the leader–member dyad. 

Whether in joining activities together or exchanging favors and gifts, 

communication was the crucial element that could not be overlooked. 

Communication facilitated all of the leader–member interactions in daily work-

related issues, social discussions, and even physical activities. For example, 

according to the interviewees, they had many discussions along with after-work 

drinks and meals; such activities cannot independently take place without 
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communication. As addressed in various previous studies, communication is 

indeed the essential element of leadership and leader–member interactions needed 

by the organizations to perform (Tourish, 2014). Hence, communication is indeed 

the core element of leader–member interactions and should therefore be 

emphasized in the investigation of leadership.  

Despite the ubiquitous existence of communication, the need for dividing 

communication and tangible exchange should also be addressed. Firstly, as a 

construct portraying human behavior, different dimensions of LMX are not clear-

cut. The communication elements were involved in all four dimensions, but this 

does not mean that the four dimensions were identical and could be lumped 

together as the same category. Secondly, the main contents were different in 

communication and tangible exchange. Communication only served as the 

facilitator of the behaviors in the four dimensions, and the exchange contents were 

not communication. In communication exchange, information is indeed the core 

of the interaction. The leader–member dyad exchanged information and ideas 

verbally. In tangible exchange, the interactions also only involved 

communication, while communicating behaviors were not the core of the mutual 

interaction. For example, the leader exchanged favors and gifts with the 

subordinates, and the core of the exchange was the tangible favor as a service or 

the gift as the commodity. The communication only assumed the role of 

facilitating the interaction to proceed. The core exchange contents of 

communication and tangible exchange were different from each other. Thus, the 

differentiation between communication and tangible exchange still matters.  

Thirdly, LMX-Comm four dimensions help to classify the leader-member 

interactions and behaviors. To understand the LMX behaviors better, it is not wise 
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to merge all the themes together into the same dimension and discuss them 

without a clear classification. Hence, the classification of work/social and 

communication/tangible is still significant for providing a clear and orderly idea 

of the LMX-Comm construct. Additionally, as one of the main purposes of LMX-

Comm, the four dimensions can also help in leadership training. A clear and 

orderly classification of communication and tangible exchange could help the 

leadership training process to focus on one or several of the dimensions easily. 

One of the merits of the behavioral approach to investigating LMX is that it 

increases the applied value of other cognitive-based approaches (Sheer, 2015). 

The managers can be trained to strengthen such exchange behaviors in a 

dimension to increase different organizational outcomes. Without a classification 

between communication, this process could not be accomplished. Therefore, 

despite the fact that communication was embedded in all four dimensions of 

LMX-Comm, the differentiation of communication and tangible exchange still 

matters.  

LMX-Comm-based themes and LMSX compared. In Sheer’s (2015) 

conceptualization of LMX-Comm, social exchange was another essential element 

embedded in leader–member interactions. Similarly, LMSX (Bernerth et al., 

2007) was another scale that measured the social exchange between leaders and 

members. Compared to other widely adopted LMX conceptualizations and scales, 

such as LMX-7 (Scandura & Graen, 1984) and LMX-MDM (Liden & Maslyn, 

1998), LMSX focuses on the exchange behaviors exhibited by the supervisor and 

subordinates, instead of cognitive constructs and feelings. The social exchange 

portrayed in LMSX is based on the expected and unspecified return in the future.  



 
 

158 

Overall, LMX-Comm-based themes provided more specific themes, 

including more behaviors in different situations. The LMSX items (Bernerth et 

al., 2007) portrayed the intake and output of perceived equality from the 

perspective of subordinates; and most of the content of the items consisted of 

tangible work exchange. All the item contents of LMSX were derived deductively 

from social exchange theory (Bernerth et al., 2007). Compared to LMSX, this 

study inductively investigated more themes more specifically focused on the 

communication elements, social exchange, and behaviors exhibited in different 

situations. In LMSX, several of the items mentioned intake and output without a 

specific behavior; and in this study, specific LMX-Comm-based themes in 

response to different situations were specified. 

Additionally, communication exchange was addressed in LMX-Comm-

based themes. In the current study, communication exchange themes involved 

information sharing, gossiping, decision-making discussions, and so on. The 

communication content was one of the focuses of the study. For LMSX (Bernerth 

et al., 2007), communication was not addressed as the focus of their study. The 

current study adds to the understanding of communication topics in the process of 

leader–member interaction.  

Negative Topics in Communication Exchange 

Several negative topics consisting of gossip and complaints were 

identified in the analysis. The negative topics denote that they are potentially 

negative to anyone in the communication dyad (i.e., the supervisor or the 

subordinate) or to anyone else mentioned in the conversation. In the interviews, 

gossip and complaints were often described as “sensitive topics” in the 

communication process, which has more implicit meanings. Among the negative 
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topics, complaining about another as related to work issues was the most 

frequently mentioned topic; over three-quarters of the interviewed subordinates 

mentioned that they had engaged in work-related complaints with their supervisor.  

As noticed by the researcher during the interviews, gossip and complaints 

were often initiated by the supervisor, and the subordinate normally only shared 

some information or ideas after their supervisor did so. Due to the fact that facial 

expressions could not be recorded, the feeling of engaging in the discussion of 

negative topics was not captured. Additionally, according to several interview 

participants, those leader–member dyads with a similar age or gender had the 

tendency to talk about negative topics with each other more often. The perceived 

similarity between supervisors and subordinates may influence the exchange 

level. 

In work communication, supervisors and subordinates normally discussed 

personal change gossip or just complained to each other about another 

individual’s negative performance. Work-related complaints were one of the most 

mentioned work communication exchange topics in the interviews. Of the 

interviewed subordinates, 26 mentioned that they had engaged in work complaints 

with their supervisor.  

Apart from the work-related negative topics, non-work negative issues 

were also discussed. They vented about their own negative life events or shared 

gossip related to others. However, the frequency of mentioning non-work, 

negative gossip was not high in social communication exchange.  

Previous LMX studies seldomly examined negative topics, and only a few 

studies examined and demonstrated the positive relationship between workplace 

gossip and complaints in LMX-related studies (e.g., Kuo et al., 2018). Indeed, 
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discussing negative topics could have different outcomes. Sometimes, discussions 

of negative topics related to others can indicate a better relationship with each 

other, such as mutual trust (Ellwardt et al., 2012; Kuo et al., 2018). Several 

interviewees indicated that they had a close relationship with their supervisor such 

that they complained to each other about other colleagues’ bad performance. 

Additionally, they often mentioned “secretly” to indicate the closeness and trust 

within the communication dyad. Mutual trust was established through such 

communication. For other cases, negative gossip may also have led to negative 

service performance (e.g., Ye, Zhu, Deng, & Mu, 2019). Negative gossip might 

also have hurt the group member’s cooperation intention in the long run (Dores 

Cruz, Beersma, Dijkstra, & Bechtoldt, 2019). For some extreme cases, the 

excessive discussion of problems could also lead to burnout, depression (Boren, 

2014; Haggard et al., 2011), and other negative workplace outcomes. Thus, 

negative topics could have both a bright side and a dark side for individuals, 

groups, or even organizations. As an LMX construct, the behavior should be in 

line with LMX theory, which delineates the positive relationship between LMX 

and positive organizational outcomes. Thus, whether the negative topics, such as 

gossip and complaints, should be categorized as LMX behaviors remain 

uncertain, as both direct positive and negative employee and organizational 

outcomes could be predicted by them.  

Despite the positive and negative outcomes of talking about gossip and 

complaining, negative topics have instrumental functions in organizations. Work-

related negative topics could serve the role of informing organizational norms and 

culture. Negative topics can be seen as a meaning-creation process from the 

supervisor to the subordinate (Kuo et al., 2018). Especially, complaining about 
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other people’s behavior could be a form of reminding, one which implicitly 

informs the individual not to do so. Topics related to other norm violators could 

facilitate the subordinate to self-regulate and engage in prosocial behaviors 

according to organizational norms (Dores Cruz et al., 2019) or to meet the 

standards set implicitly by their supervisor through the discussion of another’s bad 

work performance (Brockner & Higgins, 2001).  

One-way Behaviors as an Additional Phenomenon 

Apart from the themes identified as leader–member exchange, some one-

way behaviors were also identified from the interview data. For instance, more 

than one-half of the interviewed subordinates indicated that their supervisor 

helped then to map out their career plan; more than one-third of the interviewed 

subordinates described how their supervisor had given them extra training, books, 

or other courses. Indeed, in the process of leader–member interactions, both 

mutual and one-way behavior can take place, and LMX is only part of the leader–

member relationship. The one-way behaviors were found to be an additional 

phenomenon, one that could help to understand the relationship and interactions 

between supervisors and subordinates in addition to leader–member mutual 

exchanges. If future studies aim to investigate the leader–member interactions 

comprehensively, then one-way behaviors and LMX could be combined to 

conduct the research. As discussed in the results section, the one-way behaviors 

also had various impacts on employee outcomes, such as satisfaction and 

perceived supervisory support. According to the interviewees, when their 

supervisor fought for justice for them, they had the feeling of being protected. 

Satisfaction toward the supervisor could be increased due to such behaviors. 

Additionally, this study only identified some one-way behaviors from the 
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supervisor side; one-way behaviors from the subordinates to the supervisor, such 

as ingratiation behaviors, were not identified. In future studies, more one-way 

behaviors from different parties of the leader–member dyad could also be 

identified.  

Concerning the one-way behaviors presented in the results, it is easily 

found that most of the one-way behaviors were in work communication/tangible 

exchange, and only expressing personal consideration belonged to social 

communication/tangible exchange. One of the possible explanations for this is the 

role of supervisors and subordinates varies in different scenarios. In work-related 

issues, the formal working role of supervisors and subordinates or the mentor role 

of supervisors gives the supervisors more power, information, and resources over 

their subordinates. Thus, the supervisors often exhibited more one-way behaviors 

without these behaviors being reciprocated by their subordinates. In social 

relationships, the role of the supervisors and subordinates is that of friends or 

acquaintances, such that the social exchanges between them become more equal. 

In Chinese guanxi, kindness must often be paid off, and reciprocity is taken as an 

obligation (Vanhonacker, 2004). The different roles taken by supervisors and 

subordinates in work and social relationships lends to their behaviors different 

patterns.  

Communication Channels 

Except for the LMX themes identified in the interviews, communication 

channels were another focus of this study, as the communication channel is indeed 

an inevitable topic when studying communication behaviors. In current 

organizations, new technologies have allowed leaders and subordinates to 

communicate various messages anywhere and anytime with the help of computer-
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mediated communication channels (Avolio et al., 2014; Braun et al., 2019). The 

advancement of technology and the wide adoption of computers and smartphones 

have facilitated different types of communication channels, such as social media 

and instant messaging. The investigation of communication channels added to the 

research on LMX, since previous studies focusing on LMX did not discuss 

communication channels frequently, and face-to-face communication was often 

the pre-assumed research context. In this case, this study tried to link the 

examination of communication channels to LMX in order to assess the influence 

of communication channels on leader–member interaction processes. 

Face-to-face communication in traditional LMX studies. In many 

previous LMX studies, the study context or the basic assumption was that the 

communication was completed face to face, or the communication channels were 

not considered as the focus of the studies. In recent years, however, several 

studies have begun to address communication channels and LMX or have 

instigated the communication channels in LMX processes other than face-to-face 

communication (e.g., Sin et al., 2009; Turnage & Goodboy, 2016). This study 

explored more than face-to-face communication and presented more information 

about the communication approach in LMX processes, such as email, phone calls, 

and social media. With the development of technology and the transformation of 

organizations, virtual teams, remote offices, or work-from-home arrangements 

have gradually become more common for current organizations (Hoch & 

Dulebohn, 2017). Therefore, communication without face-to-face contact is 

inevitable. Hence, the investigation of leadership—or, more specifically, of 

LMX—should also involve other communication channels and examine the 
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influence of using another way to communicate relationships, work effectiveness, 

or other employee and organizational outcomes.  

Especially during the outbreak of Covid-19, working from home has 

become a trend in many organizations, and some of the interview participants 

even mentioned that they were currently working from home because of the 

pandemic. Therefore, the discussion of other communication channels that can 

facilitate remote communication should be addressed in future studies.  

Social media and instant message as prevalent channels. Despite the 

prevalence of face-to-face communication, social media and instant messaging are 

commonly used in Chinese organizations and are gradually becoming a daily 

necessity in work and social communication. Social media and instant messaging 

could facilitate informal communication and largely increase the amount of 

communication in organizations (Miller, 2009; Turner et al., 2010). The 

prevalence of social media and instant messaging was found in Chinese 

organizations. The leaders and subordinates communicated both on work issues 

(e.g., delivering tasks, commenting, sending files) and social issues (e.g., small 

talk, gossip) through social media. Apart from informal communication, the 

traditional formal work communication media’s functions, such as email to send 

files and deliver tasks, can also take place on social media and instant messaging. 

Social media and instant messaging have already become an integrated part of 

leader–member interactions, since they are essential for organizations to function 

well. Additionally, the immediate response from both sides of the communication 

dyad makes the interaction better, conveying information immediately. The 

immediacy of social media and instant messaging was often appraised by the 

users, especially when compared with email. All in all, social media and instant 
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messaging has largely increased communication efficiency and the convenience 

level. Both the effectiveness and satisfaction level of communication could be 

increased with the adoption of new technologies. Social media and instant 

messaging have an increasing number of functions that were originally only the 

province of other communication channels, such as sending files via email and 

making calls via telephone. Social media and instant messaging have now become 

a multi-functional work and social communication channel to facilitate various 

work and social functions.  

Due to the nature of social media and instant messaging, informal 

communication could dramatically increase. Apart from work communication, 

individuals at the workplace or after work can communicate with each other with 

the help of social media and instant messaging. As a result, an increase in social 

relationships can be expected with the increase of non-work-related interactions.  

Email not as popular a channel in Chinese organizations. As illustrated 

in various previous studies in the western context, emails are one of the most 

frequently used channels to communicate work issues (D'Urso & Pierce, 2009; 

Turnage & Goodboy, 2016). According to the findings of the current analysis, 

emails in Chinese organizations are not as widely adopted as they are in western 

contexts. The tradition and practice of using email to communicate were not 

demonstrated in Chinese organizations. In the western context, individuals are 

normally trained to write emails from a young age; while in China, letter/email 

writing education is not good, and therefore many individuals do not know how to 

write an email properly, which may in turn decrease their willingness to use email 

to communicate. Additionally, the functions of emails to send files and 

communicate on work issues often rely on social media, which may also decrease 



 
 

166 

the intention to use email. Additionally, in Chinese culture, mutual trust is 

treasured in social relationships, and as such sending emails as proof and evidence 

of the completion of work tasks is normally viewed as a kind of distrust in the 

relationship. Several potential guesses for this special phenomenon were made 

based on life experience and some answers from the Chinese employees in 

organizations. To investigate this phenomenon better, qualitative studies 

investigating the reasons why some people do not use email should be conducted 

in the Chinese context, as email avoidance is a common practice in Chinese 

culture. 

Practical Implications 

Importance of communication. Communication has been identified as a 

crucial element in leader–member exchanges. Therefore, leaders, as well as 

subordinates, should pay attention to communication in daily interactions. Not 

only should work communication be addressed, but social communication as well, 

such as small talk, since this form of communication can also facilitate employee 

outcomes and contribute to work effectiveness.  

As indicated in this study, several of the interactions were normally 

initiated by the supervisor, such as small talk and work performance. In this case, 

the supervisor should pay more attention to these behaviors. They can initiate the 

interaction first, and then their subordinates can reciprocate. Such mutual 

interaction can help strengthen their interpersonal relationship as well.  

Leadership training. This study could facilitate leadership training in 

organizations. As a behavior-based investigation, the study identified various 

themes under each dimension of LMX-Comm. In leadership training, leaders 

could be informed to exhibit different behaviors to increase a certain type of LMX 
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and consequently the associated employee outcomes. As discussed in the previous 

section, this study addressed the importance of communication in leader–member 

interactions; therefore, communication should be emphasized. Several actionable 

suggestions were put forward regarding several of the salient themes to guide 

leaders toward improving employee outcomes. 

Firstly, information sharing is an important process for facilitating 

organizational learning. The discussion of industry analysis, company future, 

competitor information, or even performance could help the subordinate gain 

more insights into the industry and into their own problems, and they can adjust 

their work accordingly. The subordinate could also share their knowledge and 

ideas in the whole information-sharing process. Secondly, the supervisor and the 

subordinate could also have more small talks as social communication exchange 

on various topics. The small talks could help the supervisor and subordinate get to 

know each other better. Small talks were deemed to be an effective way to get to 

know the subordinates for a supervisor. Thirdly, as the exchange of favors is a 

social norm in Chinese culture, exhibiting appropriate helping behavior could 

facilitate the appropriate satisfaction level toward the supervisor, and the 

subordinate would return the favor later on. Fourthly, non-work social and 

entertainment activities could link supervisor and subordinate together in after-

work time. Joining such activities together could help build and maintain the 

interpersonal relationship between the supervisor and the subordinate.  

Limitations  

Covid-19 issues. Due to the worldwide spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

the interviews were not conducted face to face. Chinese citizens had to follow 

government restrictions and self-quarantine at home from February to March. 
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Therefore, all the interviews were held online via WeChat, and the interview 

participants were either not currently working or working from home remotely. 

Compared to face-to-face interaction during the interview procedures, online 

communication might hinder the disclosure and recall processes due to the lack of 

some non-verbal cues (e.g., gestures, facial expression). For example, when 

describing some specific interactions, facial expressions cannot be captured as an 

indication of feelings about related behaviors. Additionally, as the participants 

were all experiencing self-quarantine, the feeling of being at work was not strong, 

and the recalled contents might therefore be subject to errors.  

Frequencies of LMX themes not compared. In this study, the 

frequencies of different themes under each LMX facet were only mentioned while 

not compared. The themes with higher frequencies were not taken as particularly 

salient ones in each dimension. In future studies, especially quantitative studies, 

the salient behaviours in each dimension could be found when as compared to 

those less salient ones. And the findings could help to figure out those salient 

behaviours in LMX for practical leadership training and predict related outcomes. 

Level of exchange not illustrated. This study identified different themes 

under the four dimensions of LMX-Comm, while the level of exchange in 

different exchange behaviors was not addressed comprehensively. Some exchange 

behaviors involve an equal amount of give and return, such as red envelope giving 

and receiving with the same amount of money. However, some exchange 

behaviors were not reciprocated with a similar amount. For example, when talking 

about gossip, the leader was normally the one who initiated and led the 

discussion, and consequently the subordinate was the one who listened more and 

contributed less. Some of the findings hinted at the level of exchange, although it 
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was not explicitly illustrated. As a consequence, future studies could also address 

the level of exchange in different leader–member interactions. 

Contextual factors not addressed. Due to the focus of this study being 

limited to the themes that emerged in the processes of leader–member interactions 

as well as to the scope of the study, many contextual factors could not be 

addressed thoroughly, such as organizational hierarchical culture, management 

style (e.g., centralized or decentralized), and industry. Under the analysis of 

several themes, the contextual factors were addressed but not examined 

thoroughly. Not serving as the primary focus of this study, the contextual factors 

were not examined thoroughly and comprehensively. Consequently, only local 

discussion was provided under the themes without addressing the generalized 

patterns of contextual factors’ influence on LMX. Indeed, these contextual factors 

could serve as moderators of the degree of leader–member exchange and 

influence the topics in leader-member communication and behaviours in leader-

member interaction. In future research, the factors could be used to compare inter-

organizational, inter-industrial, and intercultural differences of LMXs. And these 

factors should be considered as moderators and tested quantitatively. 

Additionally, this study did not compare between different groups. For example, 

no comparison was made of the difference between interview participants from 

finance companies and IT companies, and as such potential differences in 

communication patterns in work interaction and social interaction were not 

identified. Similarly, demographics such as gender and age may also influence the 

leader-member interaction processes. Some of them were only analyzed when the 

interview participants mentioned. While not all of the differences were presented 

thoroughly and thus could be elaborated in future studies.  
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LMX behaviours and employee outcomes. This study also did not shed 

light on LMX themes and employee outcomes explicitly throughout the analysis. 

When asking the leader-member interactions, the related outcomes, such as 

satisfaction, perceived justice, or motivation, were not designed to be indicated by 

the interview participants according to the research design. Some of the attitudinal 

(e.g., satisfaction level) and perceptual outcomes (e.g., perceived justice, 

empowerment) were implied or described in the interviews were cited and 

discussed in the study, while not all the LMX behaviours and the related 

outcomes were described in the interviews. In the analysis of each theme, this 

study tried to associate the behaviour to the outcomes with the help of extant 

empirical studies and meta-analysis. In future studies, quantitative relationship 

between LMX behaviours and employee outcomes should be tested and 

addressed.  

Communication channels and LMX themes. This study only asked 

about the communication used during the leader-member interactions, while not 

each leader-member interaction behaviour was followed by an explicit use of 

certain type of communication channel. Consequently, the LMX themes cannot be 

analyzed with the use of communication channels. In this research, only what 

channels the supervisor and subordinate use were answered and the influence of 

communication channel on the LMX themes was not addressed. In further studies, 

the investigation of the impact of communication channels on the exhibition of 

different LMX behaviours could be conducted and may generate more interesting 

results and help to improve the LMX theory to incorporate with the use of 

different communication channels.  
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Reliability and validity of the themes not tested. The reliability and 

validity of the themes that emerged in this study were not tested. Through scale 

development and validation, the validity and reliability could be tested as the item 

of the newly developed scale.   

Directions for Future Research 

Scale development. Various themes under each dimension of LMX-

Comm were identified in this study. As the scale of LMX-Comm was not 

developed from the conceptualization of LMX-Comm by Sheer (2015), the 

themes could help the item generation process. The themes were all derived from 

the perspectives of both supervisors and subordinates. As recalled by Sheer 

(2015), descriptions from both supervisors and subordinates should be taken into 

consideration as the basis for item generation in the inductive approach. This 

study had already selected two-way interactions between supervisors and 

subordinates and classified them into the four dimensions. Therefore, future scale 

development studies could adopt the themes from the current analysis to generate 

items and then compare them to the deductively generated items to form a 

comprehensive, rigorous item pool for the LMX-Comm scale.  

LMX and related outcomes. This study could also guide future 

quantitative studies to test the relationships between LMX and other related 

organizational outcomes (e.g., satisfaction, performance), as the themes of LMX-

Comm have been identified in this study, and some related outcomes were also 

illustrated in the results and analysis section. As a four-dimensional framework, 

LMX-Comm might predict different organizational employee outcomes, such as 

social communication exchange increasing interpersonal relationship satisfaction 

toward the supervisor. The relationship between different dimensions and various 
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employee outcomes could also help to understand the interesting relationships 

between various LMX behaviors and different employee outcomes. Additionally, 

as recalled by Sheer (2015), LMX-Comm should also be tested with previous 

LMX scales, such as LMX-7 and LMSX, to link the LMX behaviors to the 

previous LMX measures.  

Additionally, negative topics could also be tested with the organizational 

and employee outcomes in terms of their relationships. The functions of negative 

topics and their outcomes could be investigated as well.  

Communication channels and LMX. As found in the analysis, 

communication behavior varies when communicating via different 

communication channels; and communication channels may also shape 

organizational communication processes. In this case, the frequency of 

communication, the level of exchange, the types of information delivered, and so 

forth can be studied in future research. This study instigated the discussion on the 

topic of communication channels and LMX. Additionally, as the LMX themes 

may vary via different communication channels, how the communication 

channels shape and influence communication behaviours and topics in 

organizations could also be studied.  

Conclusion 

Using the LMX-Comm model, this study conducted 11 small group 

interviews with Chinese organization supervisors and subordinates to investigate 

the themes of leader–member exchange. In the four dimensions of LMX-Comm—

namely work communication exchange, social communication exchange, tangible 

work exchange, and tangible social exchange—several communication topics and 

specific behaviors emerged from the interview data. Communication was found to 
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be an integral element in leader–member interactions. Apart from the positive and 

neutral topics, such as discussion of performance, helping each other at work, and 

the exchange of favors in life, this study also found several negative topics in the 

communication exchange. The leader–member dyad engaged in gossip and 

complaints with each other. Negative topics were not completely taken as leader–

member exchanges because they can predict both positive and negative outcomes. 

Further studies can be conducted to investigate the relationship between negative 

topics and LMX. Additionally, a few one-way behaviors were identified in the 

interviews. As an additional phenomenon to LMX, one-way behaviors can also 

have positive outcomes and thus enrich the understanding of leader–member 

relationships. In addition to the LMX themes, the researcher also examined the 

communication channels used in the leader–member mutual communication 

processes. Social media was found to be a prevalent channel in daily social and 

work communication; while email was not a commonly adopted practice in 

Chinese organizations. This study shed light on leader–member exchange 

behaviors, addressed communication channels in LMX, gave practical 

instructions for leadership training, and provided solid content for the future 

development of the LMX-Comm scale.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS (ENGLISH) 

Part I – Preparation 

I. Interviewee selection and preparation 

1. Find the interviewees. The interviewees need to be working or have 

worked with an immediate supervisor and their subordinates over three months 

within the past 12 months. The researcher needs to confirm with the interviewees 

that all the questions asked in the following interviews will be about the exchange 

behaviours and interactions with the supervisor and their subordinates over three 

months within the past 12 months. 

2. Send the consent form to the interviewee through WeChat before 

interview and let the interviewees to read and indicate their consent. 

3. Complete the questionnaire (attached behind), collect the demographic 

information of the interviewees and their immediate supervisor. Due to the fact 

that the interactions with subordinates are not limited to a fixed individual, the 

subordinates are a group of people. Therefore, the information of the subordinates 

does not need to be revealed. 

4. After filling in the questionnaire, appoint the small group interview 

time. 

II. Preparation on interview day 

1. Conduct the interview at café or dessert shop. Every three interviewees 

form a group. Let the interviewees to sit down. 

2. Briefly introduce the confidential issues of information and begin the 

audio recording. 

3. Briefly introduce the study, which is about the communication 

behaviors between supervisors and subordinates in organizations. 
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4. Chat with the interviewees to warm up. 

Part II – Small Group Questions (with supervisor) 

After the abovementioned preparation, let the interviewees to recall the 

exchange, communication, and interaction behaviors. Ask questions, including 

“Please tell me something about your supervisor. How is he/she like?”, “Do you 

communicate much with your supervisor?”, and “How is your relationship with 

your supervisor? What do you discuss or talk about normally?”. Let the 

interviewees to get into the scenario.  

If the interviewees report that they do not interact with their supervisor or 

very little, please ask why they do not interact with each other. And tell the 

interviewees that no interaction does not represent any negative or bad meanings 

and they just need to recall and tell the truth. 

I. Questions about interactions with supervisors (open-ended questions) 

1. Under which conditions you and your supervisor will communicate, 

interact, exchange? Through face-to-face communication, email, or WeChat etc.? 

Where do you communicate? Office or other venues? During working hours, off-

duty, or lunch time? Please give examples. 

2. During working, how do you communicate and interact with each 

other? Frequent or not? How long? What’s the topic? Are there any tangible 

exchange? Please give examples. 

3. When you are not working, for example off-duty time or leisure time, 

how do you communicate and interact with each other? Frequent or not? How 

long? What’s the topic? Are there any tangible exchange? Please give examples. 

4. If “social” is seldom mentioned, then continue to ask about social 

exchange behaviour with their supervisors. And let them give examples. 
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5. If “tangible” is seldom mentioned, then continue to ask about tangible 

exchange behavior with their supervisors. And let them give examples. 

During the open-ended questions, if some of the interviewees mentioned 

some behaviors that others do not, ask other interviewees whether they have 

similar experience, or do they discuss about similar issues. Then let them give 

examples. 

III. Questions about exchange with supervisors (according to the four dimensions 

exchange behaviors to ask questions) 

After the abovementioned questions, go back to the four dimensions of 

exchange behaviors between supervisors and subordinates. And let the 

interviewees to recall according to the four dimensions. The four dimensions are 

1) work communication exchange 2) tangible work exchange 3) social 

communication exchange and 4) tangible social exchange. If the interviewees 

recall too little, ask the follow-up questions according the below listed behaviors. 

A. Let us go back to the communication behaviors about work between you and 

your supervisor. What type of behaviors will you exhibit? What will you discuss? 

Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as performance discussion, working facility, personnel change, company future, 

industry insights, work-related gossips and complaints, would be asked. The 

interview participants shall answer whether they have such behaviours and give 

examples.  

B. The above are communication behaviors, and will you have some tangible 

exchange behaviors related to work? Can you give me some examples? 
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If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as covering workload for each other, giving help to each other, give compensation 

and reward to the subordinate after OT or good performance, would be asked. The 

interview participants shall answer whether they have such behaviours and give 

examples. 

C. What will you and your supervisor discuss about apart from work? Will you 

talk about other issues? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as activities, hobbies, shopping, concerts, family, friends, social topics, and 

politics, would be asked. The interview participants shall answer whether they 

have such behaviours and give examples. 

D. During non-work communications, will you exchange tangibly? Will you favor 

each other or give something to each other? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as after-work drinks, meals, giving gifts and red envelopes to each other, doing 

favour to each other, would be asked. The interview participants shall answer 

whether they have such behaviours and give examples. 

Part III – Small Group Questions (with subordinates) 

After the abovementioned questions regarding supervisors, let the 

interviewees to recall the exchange, communication, and interaction behaviors 

with their subordinates. Ask questions, including “Do you communicate much 

with your subordinates?”, and “How is your relationship with your subordinates? 

What do you discuss or talk about normally?”. Let the interviewees to get into the 

scenario.  
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If the interviewees report that they do not interact with their subordinates 

or very little, please ask why they do not interact with each other. And tell the 

interviewees that no interaction does not represent any negative or bad meanings 

and they just need to recall and tell the truth. 

I. Questions about interactions with subordinates (open-ended questions) 

1. Under which conditions you and your subordinates will communicate, 

interact, exchange? Through face-to-face communication, email, or WeChat or 

other social media or online channels? Where do you communicate? Office or 

other venues? During working hours, off-duty, or lunch time? Please give 

examples. 

2. During working, how do you communicate and interact with each 

other? Frequent or not? How long? What’s the topic? Are there any tangible 

exchange? Please give examples. 

3. When you are not working, for example off-duty time or leisure time, 

how do you communicate and interact with each other? Frequent or not? How 

long? What’s the topic? Are there any tangible exchange? Please give examples. 

4. If “social” is seldom mentioned, then continue to ask about social 

exchange behavior with their subordinates. And let them give examples. 

5. If “tangible” is seldom mentioned, then continue to ask about tangible 

exchange behavior with their subordinates. And let them give examples. 

During the open-ended questions, if some of the interviewees mentioned 

some behaviors that others do not, ask other interviewees whether they have 

similar experience, or do they discuss about similar issues. Then let them give 

examples. 
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III. Questions about exchange with subordinates (according to the four 

dimensions exchange behaviors to ask questions) 

After the abovementioned questions, go back to the four dimensions of 

exchange behaviors between supervisors and subordinates. And let the 

interviewees to recall according to the four dimensions. The four dimensions are 

1) work communication exchange 2) tangible work exchange 3) social 

communication exchange and 4) tangible social exchange. If the interviewees 

recall too little, ask the follow-up questions according the below listed behaviors. 

A. Let us go back to the communication behaviors about work between your 

subordinates and you. What type of behaviors will you exhibit? What will you 

discuss? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as performance discussion, working facility, personnel change, company future, 

industry insights, work-related gossips and complaints, would be asked. The 

interview participants shall answer whether they have such behaviours and give 

examples.  

B. The above are communication behaviors, and will you have some tangible 

exchange behaviors related to work? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as covering workload for each other, giving help to each other, give compensation 

and reward to the subordinate after OT or good performance, would be asked. The 

interview participants shall answer whether they have such behaviours and give 

examples. 

C. What will your subordinates and you discuss about apart from work? Will you 

talk about other issues? Can you give me some examples? 
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C. What will you and your supervisor discuss about apart from work? Will you 

talk about other issues? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as activities, hobbies, shopping, concerts, family, friends, social topics, and 

politics, would be asked. The interview participants shall answer whether they 

have such behaviours and give examples. 

D. During non-work communications, will you exchange tangibly? Will you favor 

each other or give something to each other? Can you give me some examples? 

D. During non-work communications, will you exchange tangibly? Will you favor 

each other or give something to each other? Can you give me some examples? 

If the points mentioned by the interview participants are too few, behaviours such 

as after-work drinks, meals, giving gifts and red envelopes to each other, doing 

favour to each other, would be asked. The interview participants shall answer 

whether they have such behaviours and give examples. 

Part IV – Ending 

1. Do you have any other issues about your supervisors or your subordinates that 

you want to share? 

2. Thank you for participation. 

Demographic Questionnaire 

The listed questions about your current (or previous) organization, please circle 

the answer or answer in blank 

 

I. I am/was working in __________ (the name of the organization). 

 

II. The organization belongs to: 

1. State-owned enterprise 2. Private enterprise 3. Foreign compony 4. Joint 

venture company 5.  __________ 
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III. I worked in the organization for  __________ years. 

 

IV. There are/were __________ employees. 

 

V. My age is  __________. 

 

VI. My gender is  __________. 

 

Please answer the information of your supervisor 

 

I. My supervisor is about  __________ years old, he/she is 1. Male 2. Female 

 

II. My supervisor’s position is : 1. Compony executive 2. Middle management 

level 3. Primary management 4. Normal employees 

 

III. There are/were about __________ people working under the supervision of 

my supervisor 

 

IV. My supervisor has worked in the organization for about  __________ years. 

 

V. I have worked under the supervision of my supervisor for about __________ 

years. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS (CHINESE) 

第⼀部分 – 準備⼯作 
 

I. 採訪對象的選擇與準備 

1. 先尋找采訪對象。 采訪對象需要在過去或現在，有直屬上司和下屬，且

與這個上司和下屬在過去的⼗⼆個⽉內共事超過三個⽉。並且和采訪對象確

認好，在後續的訪談之中，所提問到的任何問題，都是關於采訪對象和這個

在過去⼗⼆個⽉內超過三個⽉共事的直屬上司和下屬。 

2. 在微信中發送給采訪對象同意書，讓他們閱讀之後表⽰同意。 

3. 制作好調查問卷（後附），收集個⼈信息，以及上司的信息，由於與下屬

的互動不限於⼀個⼈，從上司的角度出發，即不需要填寫下屬的個⼈信息。 

4. 在填寫好調查問卷之後，約好⼩組訪談的時間。 

II. 訪談當天的準備 

1. ⽤微信電話進⾏訪談，每組三⼈ 

2. 簡單敘說⼀下信息保密的問題，然後開始錄⾳ 

3. 簡單介紹⼀下此研究是關於企業中上司與下屬互相之間交流與互動的⾏為 

4. 進⾏簡單的暖場閑聊，讓⼤家放松 
 

第⼆部分 – 與上司互動的⼩組問題 
 

在上述準備⼯作完成後，通過問⼀些問題讓⼤家回憶⼀下⾃⼰與上司進⾏溝

通、互動等等的⾏為。提問“請講⼀講妳的直屬上司是個什麽樣的⼈︖” “妳

上司和妳平時溝通的多麽︖” “妳上司和妳平時關系怎麽樣︖平時都聊些什

麽︖”。通過這些問題讓訪談對象進入狀態之後開始後續的問題。 

如果受訪者說他們與上司不互動，那就問他們為什麽不互動。並且告知受訪

者，不互動並不代表好或者壞，只需要讓⼤家盡量還原真實的情況即可。 
 
I. 與上司的互動問題 （開放性問題） 

1. 在什麽情況下妳會和妳的上司進⾏溝通、交流、互動、或者有⼀些實際的

往來呢︖ 

⽅式是是⾯對⾯、郵件、還是微信、或者各種網絡新媒體的途徑呢︖ 

地點的話是什麽地⽅呢︖辦公室還是其他地⽅︖ 

是上班期間、下班回家之後、還是午休，還是什麽︖请举例说明。 
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2. 在⼯作的時候，妳們都會進⾏怎麽樣的互動、交流呢︖次數多不多呢︖時

間⼤概多久︖⼀般都關於什麽︖會不會有⼀些實際的、實體的、物質上的往

來呢︖ 

請舉例說明。 

3. 在不進⾏⼯作的時候，比如閑暇的時候或者下班之類，妳們會進⾏什麽樣

的互動、交流呢︖次數多不多呢︖時間⼤概多久︖⼀般都關於什麽︖會不會

有⼀些實際的、實體的、物質上的往來呢︖ 

4. 如果很少提及“social”、“除了⼯作以外的⼀些交往、⼀些⾃願的交往” 如

果再不怎麽睡的話，再提及社交、私交、個⼈關系，那麽就繼續問。妳的上

司和妳會進⾏⼀些與⼯作無關的交流和互動麽︖請舉例說明。 

5. 如果很少提及“tangible”、“實際的、實體的、物質上的往來、實實在在

的、不是虛的、不單只⼜頭上的”，那麽也繼續問。妳的上司和妳會進⾏⼀

些“往來”麽︖不光是進⾏⼜頭上的那種。無論是⼯作中還是閑暇時段中的都

算。請舉例說明。 
  
在詢問完開放性問題的時候，如果有其中的采訪對象說到他的⼀些⾏為，是

其他⼈沒有提及的，那麽可以問⼀下剩下的⼈，“妳們有沒有類似的情況

呢︖”“妳們也會討論到這些事情麽︖”然後讓他們進⾏舉例說明。 
 
II. 與上司的互動問題 （根據四個⽅⾯的上司-下屬互動⾏為進⾏提問） 

在問過上述問題之後，再回到四個⽅⾯的⾏為的分類上，根據分類，讓采訪

對象進⾏回憶。四個⽅⾯為 A. ⼯作溝通 (work communication) B. ⼯作實

際、實在 (tangible work) C. 社交溝通 (social communication) D. 社交實際、

實在 (tangible social)。針對這四個⽅⾯，逐個讓受訪者進⾏回憶。如果在每

個⽅⾯中提及的內容過少，可以再根據準備好的每個⽅⾯下的幾個具體的問

題，詢問受訪者是否有下列的具體的⾏為。 
 
A. 那讓我們再來回到妳的上司和妳在討論到⼯作相關的問題時候，會進⾏

的⼀些互動和交流。那妳們會有⼀些什麽類型的⾏為呢︖妳們都討論到什麽

呢︖能不能具體舉⼀些例⼦呢︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否具有下列⼀些溝通⾏為，例如討論到

積極和消極的⼯作表現， ⼯作場所設施，⼈事變動，公司的未來，⾏業的
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觀察，⼯作相關的抱怨和⼩道消息。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀下有沒

有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
B. 以上的⼀些是屬於⼜頭上的單純的⼀些溝通的⾏為，那妳們會有⼀些關

於⼯作比較不是虛的、比較實在的⼀些互動麽︖⼀些實際的交換、幫助的⾏

為是否也存在呢︖能不能舉⼀下例⼦︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否具有下列⼀些⾏為，幫對⽅完成⼯

作，在⼯作中伸出援⼿，在加班後給多⼀些假期或經濟補償。如果沒有提到

的，就單獨問⼀下有沒有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
C. 妳的上司和妳除了會討論⼀些⼯作相關的問題之外，還會說到⼀些其他

的問題麽︖能不能舉⼀些例⼦妳們都會討論到什麽嗎︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否討論到下列⼀些話題，娛樂活動，購

物，演唱會，家⼈，朋友，社會話題和政治。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀

下有沒有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
D. 那在關於與⼯作無關⼀些個⼈私交的互動之中，妳們會有⼀些實際上的

往來麽、或者進⾏⼀些活動⽽不是單純的聊聊天︖回憶⼀下之後舉⼀些例⼦

說⼀說。 

如果提及的點過少，那麼就詢問是否有以下⼀些⾏為，例如下班後⼩酌或吃

飯，交換禮物和紅包，互相幫忙。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀下有沒有，

有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
 

第三部分 – 與下屬互動的⼩組問題（鏡像問題）  
 
在詢問完與上司的互動之後，開始詢問與下屬的互動⾏為，通過問⼀些問題

讓⼤家回憶⼀下⾃⼰與下屬進⾏溝通、互動等等的⾏為。提問 “妳和妳的下

屬們平時溝通的多麽︖” “妳和妳的下屬們平時關系怎麽樣︖平時都聊些什

麽︖”。通過這些問題讓訪談對象進入狀態之後開始後續的問題。 

如果受訪者說他們與下屬不互動，那就問他們為什麽不互動。並且告知受訪

者，不互動並不代表好或者壞，只需要讓⼤家盡量還原真實的情況即可。 
 
I. 與下屬的互動問題 （開放性問題） 
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1. 在什麽情況下妳會和妳的下屬進⾏溝通、交流、互動、或者有⼀些實際的

往來呢︖⽅式是是⾯對⾯、郵件、還是微信、或者各種網絡新媒體的途徑

呢︖ 

是⾯對⾯、郵件、還是微信等等︖ 

地點的話是什麽地⽅呢︖辦公室還是其他地⽅︖ 

是上班期間、下班回家之後、還是午休，還是什麽︖ 

請舉例說明。 

2. 在⼯作的時候，妳們都會進⾏怎麽樣的互動、交流呢︖次數多不多呢︖時

間⼤概多久︖⼀般都關於什麽︖會不會有⼀些實際的、實體的、物質上的往

來呢︖ 

請舉例說明。 

3. 在不進⾏⼯作的時候，比如閑暇的時候或者下班之類，妳們會進⾏什麽樣

的互動、交流呢︖次數多不多呢︖時間⼤概多久︖⼀般都關於什麽︖會不會

有⼀些實際的、實體的、物質上的往來呢︖ 

4. 如果很少提及“social”、“除了⼯作以外的⼀些交往、⼀些⾃願的交往” 如

果再不怎麽睡的話，再提及社交、私交、個⼈關系，那麽就繼續問。妳和妳

的下屬會進⾏⼀些與⼯作無關的交流和互動麽︖請舉例說明。 

5. 如果很少提及“tangible”、“實際的、實體的、物質上的往來、實實在在

的、不是虛的、不單只⼜頭上的”，那麽也繼續問。妳和妳的下屬會進⾏⼀

些“往來”麽︖不光是進⾏⼜頭上的那種。無論是⼯作中還是閑暇時段中的都

算。請舉例說明。 
  
在詢問完開放性問題的時候，如果有其中的采訪對象說到他的⼀些⾏為，是

其他⼈沒有提及的，那麽可以問⼀下剩下的⼈，“妳們有沒有類似的情況

呢︖”“妳們也會討論到這些事情麽︖”然後讓他們進⾏舉例說明。 
 
II. 與下屬的互動問題 （根據四個⽅⾯的上司-下屬互動⾏為進⾏提問） 

在問過上述問題之後，再回到四個⽅⾯的⾏為的分類上，根據分類，讓采訪

對象進⾏回憶。四個⽅⾯為 A. ⼯作溝通 (work communication) B. ⼯作實

際、實在 (tangible work) C. 社交溝通 (social communication) D. 社交實際、

實在 (tangible social)。針對這四個⽅⾯，逐個讓受訪者進⾏回憶。如果在每
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個⽅⾯中提及的內容過少，可以再根據準備好的每個⽅⾯下的幾個具體的問

題，詢問受訪者是否有下列的具體的⾏為。 
 
A. 那讓我們再來回到妳和妳的下屬在討論到⼯作相關的問題時候，會進⾏

的⼀些互動和交流。那妳們會有⼀些什麽類型的⾏為呢︖妳們都討論到什麽

呢︖能不能具體舉⼀些例⼦呢︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否具有下列⼀些溝通⾏為，例如討論到

積極和消極的⼯作表現， ⼯作場所設施，⼈事變動，公司的未來，⾏業的

觀察，⼯作相關的抱怨和⼩道消息。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀下有沒

有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
B. 以上的⼀些是屬於⼜頭上的單純的⼀些溝通的⾏為，那妳們會有⼀些關

於⼯作比較不是虛的、比較實在的⼀些互動麽︖⼀些實際的交換、幫助的⾏

為是否也存在呢︖能不能舉⼀下例⼦︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否具有下列⼀些⾏為，幫對⽅完成⼯

作，在⼯作中伸出援⼿，在加班後給多⼀些假期或經濟補償。如果沒有提到

的，就單獨問⼀下有沒有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
C. 妳的上司和妳除了會討論⼀些⼯作相關的問題之外，還會說到⼀些其他

的問題麽︖能不能舉⼀些例⼦妳們都會討論到什麽嗎︖ 

如果提及的點過少，那麽就再詢問是否討論到下列⼀些話題，娛樂活動，購

物，演唱會，家⼈，朋友，社會話題和政治。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀

下有沒有，有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
 
D. 那在關於與⼯作無關⼀些個⼈私交的互動之中，妳們會有⼀些實際上的

往來麽、或者進⾏⼀些活動⽽不是單純的聊聊天︖回憶⼀下之後舉⼀些例⼦

說⼀說。 

如果提及的點過少，那麼就詢問是否有以下⼀些⾏為，例如下班後⼩酌或吃

飯，交換禮物和紅包，互相幫忙。如果沒有提到的，就單獨問⼀下有沒有，

有的話要給出具體例⼦。 
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第四部分 – 結束 

1. 請問還有什麽妳想分享的關於妳的上司和妳的或者妳和妳下屬的互動、交

流的麽︖ 

2. 感謝妳們的參與！ 
 
個⼈信息問卷調查 
 
下⾯有關您的（以前的）單位和您的問題，請圈出答案或在橫線上回答 
 
I. 我的單位是__________ （寫單位名字即可） 
 
II. 我的單位屬於： 

1. 國有企業  2. 私有企業  3. 外資企業  4. 合資企業 5. 其他__________（請註

明） 
 
III. 我在這個單位裏⼯作了__________年 
 
IV. 我的單位裏⼤概有__________⼈ 
 
V. 我今年__________歲 
 
VI. 我是:  1.男  2. 女 
 
請花⼀分鐘的時間來回答妳直屬上司的情況。 
 
I. 我上司今年⼤概__________歲，上司是: 1. 男  2. 女 
 
II. 我上司的職位是:   1. 公司⾼管  2. 中層管理  3. 基層管理 4. 普通員⼯ 
 
III. 我上司⼿下⼀共管理⼤概__________⼈ 
 
IV. 我上司在單位裏⼤概⼯作了__________年 
 
V. 我在我上司的⼿下⼤概⼯作了__________年__________⽉ 
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