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Leader-member exchange (LMX) theory proposes that leaders develop different quality rela-
tionships with those they manage and this is predictive of work performance. While LMX qual-
ity has been viewed as univalent (ranging from low to high quality), this paper proposes that it 
can also be bivalent in nature (i.e., coexisting positive and negative thoughts towards the rela-
tionship), which we refer to as LMX ambivalence. A survey measure of LMX ambivalence is 
developed, and through three validation and two main studies, it is shown to have construct, 
discriminant, and incremental predictive validity beyond that of LMX quality. Hypotheses con-
cerning LMX ambivalence and task performance are tested in two main studies and show that 
(1) LMX ambivalence is negatively related to performance regardless of LMX quality, (2) high 
levels of perceived support from the organization (Study 1) or coworkers (Study 2) nullify the 
negative association between LMX ambivalence and performance, and (3) high LMX ambiva-
lence leads to more negative affect and in turn lower task performance, but only when coworker 
support is low (Study 2). These results show the importance of viewing LMX quality not only in 
terms of its absolute level (low vs. high quality) but also as a bivalent construct where both 
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positive and negative cognitions can coexist. They also demonstrate the value of social support 
in buffering the negative effects of LMX ambivalence. Furthermore, our findings extend a cen-
tral tenet of LMX theory by implying that LMX quality varies not only within groups (i.e., LMX 
differentiation) but also within leader-follower dyads.

Keywords: leader-member exchange; LMX; ambivalence; performance; negative affect; 
workplace relationships; social support; variability

I hate and yet love. You may wonder how I manage it. I don’t know, but feel it happen, and am in 
torment.

Latin poet Catullus (84–54 BC)

The above quote eloquently illustrates the potential for felt ambivalence—the simultane-
ous experience of both positive and negative orientations towards a person, relationship, 
idea, or indeed any entity—to elicit aversive consequences. Ambivalence is a concept that 
has received a good deal of research interest in the social sciences (Baek, 2010) and increas-
ing interest in the field of management (Rothman, Pratt, Rees, & Vogus, 2017). Given that 
ambivalence may “be more the norm than the exception in organizations” (Rothman et al., 
2017: 33), it is surprising that its effects on employee behavior are still poorly understood 
(Ashforth, Rogers, Pratt, & Pradies, 2014). Furthermore, despite initial evidence of the del-
eterious impact of ambivalent job attitudes (e.g., Ziegler, Hagen, & Diehl, 2012) and ambiva-
lent organizational identification (e.g., Pratt, 2000), little is known about the factors that may 
help to ameliorate these potential negative effects.

To fill this lacuna, we propose that a valuable starting point is to examine ambivalence 
within the context of workplace relationships and, in particular, leader-follower relationships. 
Relationship scientists have long recognized that highly interdependent relationships (in any 
domain) are especially prone to eliciting ambivalence, resulting in dysfunctional and negative 
outcomes (e.g., Fincham & Linfield, 1997). In line with this reasoning, one of the most central 
and interdependent relationships at work, at least for followers, is the leader-follower relation-
ship (Thomas, Martin, Epitropaki, Guillaume, & Lee, 2013). According to leader-member 
exchange (LMX) theory, followers are highly dependent on the quality of their LMX relation-
ships as these relationships are critical to their achievements and future prospects in the orga-
nization (Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). Moreover, LMX relationships are, to a certain extent, 
paradoxical by nature because leaders and followers routinely seek interpersonal closeness 
while simultaneously seeking to preserve hierarchical distinctions (Zhang, Waldman, Han, & 
Li, 2015), making the LMX relationship a crucial context in which to explore ambivalence.

Drawing on theories and research related to LMX (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) and ambiva-
lence (e.g., van Harreveld, Nohlen, & Schneider, 2015), we argue that LMX ambivalence—
the subjective experience of coexisting positive and negative thoughts towards the 
leader-follower relationship—is likely to have important implications for task performance. 
The central premise of LMX theory is that leaders develop different quality relationships 
with each of their followers, with low LMX quality representing mainly economic or trans-
actional exchanges and high LMX quality representing predominantly social exchanges 
(Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975). In the case of high LMX quality, the favorable treatment 
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the follower receives from the leader engenders feelings of obligation to reciprocate by per-
forming better (Blau, 1964; Sparrowe & Liden, 1997). However, by conceptualizing the 
leader-follower relationship on a continuum ranging from low to high quality, LMX theory 
has implicitly assumed that the relationship is univalent (rather than bivalent) in nature. 
Consequently, LMX theory, in its original form, is unable to explain the performance impli-
cations of ambivalent leader-follower relationships. Instead, the literature on ambivalence 
suggests that the experience of relational ambivalence can undermine task performance (e.g., 
Pratt, 2000), particularly if it elicits negative affect (Rothman et al., 2017). This is because 
relational ambivalence is assumed to lead to conflicting thoughts and aversive feelings (van 
Harreveld et al., 2015) that interfere with followers’ capacity to perform well in their jobs 
(e.g., Koy & Yeo, 2008).

Therefore, by examining the effects of LMX ambivalence in the current research, we aim 
to substantially extend our knowledge of leader-follower relationships and LMX theory. We 
expect that high LMX ambivalence will be negatively associated with task performance and 
that this effect will be independent of LMX quality. Our second novel aim is to examine an 
important way that interpersonal relationships can influence the effects of workplace ambiv-
alence (i.e., their ambivalence-buffering function). Guided by the cross-domain buffering 
hypothesis (Duffy, Ganster, & Pagon, 2002), we argue that relationships outside of the leader-
follower domain, namely, perceived organizational support (POS) and coworker support 
(CWS), provide an important source of support for the follower that can help nullify the 
negative impact of LMX ambivalence on task performance. Our final aim is to uncover the 
underlying process that links LMX ambivalence to task performance. Informed by ambiva-
lence research, we propose that negative affect will mediate the negative relationship between 
LMX ambivalence and task performance such that this indirect effect is nullified when either 
POS or CWS are high. A visual representation of this model can be seen in Figure 1.

Our research makes three main theoretical contributions to the literature. First, by explor-
ing LMX ambivalence, we contribute to the growing body of work on ambivalence at work 
by expanding the foci of ambivalence from the organization (e.g., organizational identifica-
tion) and the job (e.g., job attitudes) to a novel and important target: the leader-follower 
relationship. In doing so, we can also better account for arguably the most important (theo-
retically and practically) work outcome, namely, employee performance. To date, few studies 
have researched the link between ambivalence and task performance (e.g., Pratt, 2000—
ambivalent organizational identification and sales performance); therefore, by demonstrating 
the performance implications of LMX ambivalence (beyond those of LMX quality), we aim 
to make a critical contribution to this embryonic literature. Furthermore, we address the call 
to extend our knowledge of how actors deal with ambivalence (Ashforth et al., 2014) and, in 
particular, the moderators that explain when different outcomes of ambivalence arise 
(Rothman et al., 2017). We draw from the broader literatures on attitudinal and relational 
ambivalence to test a model exploring when and how employees respond to LMX ambiva-
lence. Accordingly, we aim to show how workplace relationships can both elicit and alleviate 
ambivalence and, in particular, the value of external (i.e., POS and CWS) support for buffer-
ing the detrimental effects of LMX ambivalence.

Second, by developing and testing a new construct, LMX ambivalence, that is distinct 
from LMX quality, we extend and broaden the conceptualization and understanding of LMX 
relationships. In doing this, we contribute to the body of recent research that has recognized 
additional dimensions beyond relationship quality in order to provide a more theoretically 
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complete understanding of the leader-follower relationship (e.g., Lee, Martin, Thomas, 
Guillaume, & Maio, 2015; Vidyarthi, Liden, Anand, Erdogan, & Ghosh, 2010). Recent 
advances in LMX theory have shown that there is considerable variation in relationship qual-
ity between leader-follower dyads in the same work group (i.e., LMX differentiation; 
Henderson, Liden, Glibkowski, & Chaudhry, 2009) because leaders treat their followers dif-
ferently. In this paper, we extend this notion of within-group LMX inconsistency and show 
that within leader-follower dyads, there may also be inconsistent and conflicting thoughts 
about the relationship.

Finally, we extend LMX theory by testing a theoretical model explaining when and how 
LMX ambivalence predicts task performance. The performance implications of LMX quality 
are central to LMX theory (see Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016). By 
proposing a moderated mediation model predicting the LMX ambivalence–performance 
link, the mediating role of negative affect, and the moderating role of social support, we seek 
to show that there are important facets of the LMX relationship (in addition to LMX quality) 
that influence task performance.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development

LMX Theory

As noted earlier, we aim to extend the typical target of ambivalence from the organization 
(e.g., Schuh, Van Quaquebeke, Göritz, Xin, De Cremer, & van Dick, 2016) to a pivotal con-
text—the leader-follower relationship (Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). The LMX relationship not 
only is a key determinant of employee behavior (e.g., Dulebohn, Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & 
Ferris, 2012) but also colors followers’ perceptions of the leader and the organization more 
generally (Martin, Epitropaki, Thomas, & Topakas, 2010). There is good evidence, for exam-
ple, that the LMX relationship is a more proximal determinant of employee behavior than 
measures of leadership style. For instance, LMX quality mediates the link between transfor-
mational (e.g., Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang, & Chen, 2005) and servant (e.g., Newman, 

Figure 1
Visual Representation of the Theoretical Model Proposed in Study 1 and Study 2

Note: Relationships examined in Study 1 are represented with dashed lines; social support was operationalized as 
perceived organizational support. Relationships examined in Study 2 are represented with solid lines; social support 
was operationalized as coworker support.
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Schwarz, Cooper, & Sendjaya, 2017) leadership styles and employee behavior. Similarly, 
LMX quality has been shown to mediate the relationship between followers’ identification 
with their leader and their subsequent behavior (Gu, Tang, & Jiang, 2015). Thus, LMX qual-
ity is highly salient and influential to followers.

The most prominent theory of relational leadership is LMX theory (Uhl-Bien, 2006). The 
central principle of LMX theory is that through different kinds of exchanges, leaders differ-
entiate the way they treat their followers (Dansereau et al., 1975), leading to different quality 
relationships between the leader and each follower. As previously discussed, LMX research-
ers have examined the leader-follower relationship from a univalent perspective, implicitly 
assuming that such relationships are characterized as either primarily high quality or primar-
ily low quality (Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012). Thus, research has ignored the possibility that 
followers may perceive the relationship to be both high and low quality. Research on ambiva-
lence, however, has demonstrated that the negative and positive aspects of a relationship 
typically form related but distinct factors and, as such, do not merely represent opposite 
endpoints on a continuum (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). Accordingly, 
followers may have conflicting perceptions about their LMX relationship. In the current 
study, we characterize this as LMX ambivalence—the coexistence of positive (i.e., high-
quality) and negative (i.e., low-quality) cognitions regarding the LMX relationship. Below, 
we introduce the concept of ambivalence within leader-follower relationships.

LMX: A Relational Ambivalence Perspective

The concept of ambivalence permeates the literature related to social psychology (e.g., 
van Harreveld et al., 2015), political science (e.g., Huckfeldt, Mendez, & Osborn, 2004), 
and sociology (e.g., Mulligan, 2015). Research into ambivalence stems from the observa-
tion that bipolar measures of attitudes (such as a semantic differential ranging from “bad” 
to “good”) fail to separate ambivalence and indifference. In such cases, an individual will 
most likely check the midpoint of the bipolar scale (Klopfer & Madden, 1980), even though 
these two evaluations are profoundly different. Individuals who are indifferent, for instance, 
have weak positive and negative evaluations, whereas those who are ambivalent have strong 
positive and negative evaluations (e.g., Methot, Melwani, & Rothman, 2017; Priester & 
Petty, 1996).

Scholars have recognized and studied different forms of ambivalence, including attitudi-
nal ambivalence, relational ambivalence, emotional ambivalence, trait ambivalence, and 
expressed ambivalence (see Rothman et al., 2017, for a review). These forms define ambiva-
lence in different ways but emphasize the simultaneous existence of strong, polar opposite 
thoughts or feelings towards a given entity. In the current research, we draw specifically on 
research and theory related to relational and attitudinal ambivalence, focusing on ambivalent 
cognitions (i.e., attitudes) towards one’s LMX relationship. It is also important to distinguish 
between objective and subjective ambivalence (van Harreveld et al., 2015). Objective ambiv-
alence refers to the existence of conflicting associations about an attitude object, whereas 
subjective (or felt) ambivalence refers to the (meta) experience of this conflict (Bassili, 1996; 
Thompson, Zanna, & Griffin, 1995). The current research focuses on subjective ambivalence 
because it represents a salient and more intense form of ambivalence (see Ashforth et al., 
2014). By definition, individuals are aware of subjective ambivalence, which may not be the 
case for objective ambivalence (e.g., Costarelli & Colloca, 2004). As such, objective 
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ambivalence has the potential to be low intensity and, therefore, likely to be ignored and have 
little impact on behavior (Ashforth et al., 2014).

As indicated previously, existing perspectives on workplace relationships routinely char-
acterize them as unidimensional, positioning them along a bipolar continuum from negative 
to positive (Methot et al., 2017). The same is true of LMX relationships, which are posited to 
exist on a continuum between low and high quality. However, research demonstrates that 
many individuals construe their relationships as having a mix of positive and negative evalu-
ations (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1996) and that such perceptions can exist within all types of 
relationships: for example, relationships with spouses (e.g., Uchino, Smith, & Berg, 2014), 
friends (e.g., Holt-Lunstad, Uchino, Smith, & Hicks, 2007), and coworkers (Pratt & Doucet, 
2000). As evidence, it has been found that LMX quality and abusive supervision are distin-
guishable constructs (Burris, Detert, & Chiaburu, 2008), indicating that abusive supervision 
can occur within both low- and high-quality LMX relationships.

Ambivalent relationships are common in people’s social networks. For example, research 
suggests that around 50% of the important ties in an individual’s social network are ambiva-
lent (Campo, Uchino, Holt-Lunstad, Vaughn, Reblin, & Smith, 2009). Researchers investi-
gating relational ambivalence argue for an extended typology of interpersonal relationships 
that includes aversive, supportive, indifferent, and ambivalent ties (e.g., Bushman & Holt-
Lunstad, 2009). Examining ambivalence within the leader-follower relationship is particu-
larly relevant because rather than focusing purely on the behavioral styles or traits of a leader, 
relational approaches, such as LMX, highlight that the relationship is dyadic in nature and 
mutually influenced. This is a vital distinction when researching ambivalence as it suggests 
that ambivalence will be influenced by the characteristics of the leader, the follower, and the 
leader-follower relationship. This distinction fits well with the literature on ambivalence, 
which has shown, for example, that individual and dyadic attachment styles can predict the 
development of ambivalent relationships (Mikulincer, Shaver, Bar-On, & Ein-Dor, 2010).

Importantly, a good deal of research has explored ambivalence in the context of interper-
sonal relationships outside of the workplace (e.g., Uchino et al., 2014), and this provides a 
good basis for theoretical integration with LMX theory. Furthermore, the nature of the rela-
tionship between leaders and their followers has the potential to lead to significant levels of 
ambivalence for several reasons. First, findings from the interpersonal relationships litera-
ture suggest that dyadic ambivalence increases under conditions of dependence (e.g., 
Fingerman, Pitzer, Lefkowitz, Birditt, & Mroczek, 2008). LMX quality is often character-
ized by dependence and loyalty as leaders may be vital for career progression and hold 
valuable resources. Leaders, for example, are a source of reward and punishment, including 
the provision of basic human needs such as self-esteem, affection, and reinforcement as a 
member of a group (see De Dreu, West, Fisher, & MacCurtain, 2001). Followers, on the 
other hand, have less power in the relationship, and this imbalance may create friction 
between dependence and the need for autonomy, which in turn can lead to ambivalent rela-
tionship cognitions (Fingerman, 2001). Indeed, this may represent an “organizational dual-
ity” (Ashforth et al., 2014) whereby a follower may accept dependence on the leader in 
order to act independently.

Second, leaders and followers typically have to fulfil multiple organizational roles within 
the dyad, including supervisor, subordinate, coworker, and friend. Developing and maintain-
ing such relationships requires individuals to balance professional norms of impartiality, con-
fidentiality, and evaluation with personal norms of favoritism, openness, and acceptance 
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(Methot et al., 2017). This creates opportunities for the development of relational ambiva-
lence as a result of the potential for conflicts to arise from the need to adopt different roles at 
different times. Indeed, relationships within organizations are often multifaceted and/or mul-
tiplex, involving different relationship types, such as personal and professional (Ashforth 
et al., 2014; Rothman et al., 2017). To illustrate, Pratt and colleagues’ research demonstrated 
that employees expressed ambivalence towards authority because managers placed conflict-
ing demands on workers but were also sources of emotional support (Pratt, 2000; Pratt & 
Doucet, 2000). Furthermore, the more familiar an actor is with an object, the greater the 
likelihood of having encountered the object’s multiple facets and imperfections (Ashforth 
et al., 2014). Thus, in the case of leader-follower relationships, the closeness of the relation-
ship is especially likely to breed ambivalence in the same way that even robust mentor-pro-
tégé relationships are inherently ambivalent (Oglensky, 2008).

Finally, scholars have suggested that individuals are more likely to maintain ambivalent 
relationships as a result of the real or perceived barriers that hold such relationships together 
(Bushman & Holt-Lunstad, 2009). These barriers may be external (e.g., a lack of an alterna-
tive), internal (e.g., commitment to the relationship), or both and can exert real or imagined 
pressure on individuals to continue a relationship. Because of the involuntary nature of 
leader-follower relationships, employees are likely to perceive strong external barriers to 
exiting highly ambivalent leader-follower relationships. Such barriers might result in pres-
sure on followers to maintain a relationship despite the interpersonal stress associated with 
it. This line of argument is consistent with previous research showing that individuals can 
indefinitely maintain a state of relational ambivalence (Thompson & Holmes, 1996).

Thus, LMX relationships may be characterized as ambivalent, which leads to the follow-
ing question: What effect does LMX ambivalence have on important employee outcomes?

LMX Ambivalence and Task Performance

Employee performance is one of the most researched outcomes in relation to LMX qual-
ity. A recent meta-analysis found 146 samples examining the association between LMX qual-
ity and task performance (Martin et al., 2016). This focus is unsurprising given the contribution 
employee performance makes to the accomplishment of organizational goals (e.g., Rotundo 
& Sackett, 2002). Meta-analytic evidence shows that LMX quality is positively associated 
with self-rated, other-rated, and objective task performance (Martin et al., 2016). However, 
the effect of LMX ambivalence on performance is unknown. At face value, it could be argued 
that high LMX ambivalence would have a muted or neutral effect on performance, falling 
somewhere between the effects of low- and high-quality LMX relationships. However, 
research on ambivalence suggests that having conflicted evaluations represents a state of 
mind very different from neutrality or indifference. Thus, we suggest that LMX ambivalence 
will have unique effects on task performance beyond those of overall LMX quality.

Despite the burgeoning interest in ambivalence within the management literature 
(Rothman et al., 2017), surprisingly few studies have directly examined the effect of ambiva-
lence on performance. Pratt (2000) demonstrated that ambivalent organizational identifica-
tion was associated with lower sales performance. However, research by Ingram and 
colleagues (e.g., Ingram & Roberts, 2000; Zou & Ingram, 2013) has revealed the perfor-
mance benefits of having competitive friendships. Although ambivalence was not directly 
measured in these studies, friendship among competitors could be construed as a multiplex 
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relationship that arguably may elicit ambivalence. Nevertheless, the aforementioned studies 
provide a limited basis for predicting the effects of LMX ambivalence on performance. Thus, 
to understand the nature of the LMX ambivalence–performance relationship, we draw pri-
marily upon the broader ambivalence literature.

On the basis of a recent review by Rothman et al. (2017) of why and when ambivalence 
elicits positive and negative outcomes, there are good reasons to expect that LMX ambivalence 
will have a negative effect on performance. First, the downside of ambivalence has been associ-
ated with cognitive (rather than emotional) ambivalence (Rothman et al., 2017), and the defin-
ing feature of LMX ambivalence is the experience of conflicting cognitions (as opposed to 
conflicting emotions). Second, the experience of ambivalence is detrimental to the extent that 
it elicits negative affective responses. Research from the psychology domain suggests that 
ambivalence violates the need for consistency (Festinger, 1957) and, thus, is generally described 
as uncomfortable or even agonizing (Pratt, 2000) to the extent that individuals need to dedicate 
psychological resources towards coping with this aversive experience (Ashforth et al., 2014). 
The aversive nature of LMX ambivalence is therefore likely to have a detrimental effect on 
performance due to the creation of off-task attentional demands that will detract from the cogni-
tive and emotional energies necessary for performance-related tasks (e.g., Koy & Yeo, 2008). 
Third, ambivalence-induced negative affect is more likely to follow from substantive (i.e., high 
intensity) rather than superficial (i.e., low intensity) ambivalence (Ashforth et al., 2014). As 
LMX ambivalence reflects subjective ambivalence towards the leader-follower relationship, 
higher levels of LMX ambivalence represent a more intense experience that is more likely to 
elicit negative consequences. Finally, in terms of the target of ambivalence, ambivalence 
towards relationships (as opposed to ideas) generally has negative consequences (Pratt & 
Pradies, 2011). Relationships are characterized by a large investment of the self; thus, ambiva-
lent relationships are likely to engender hot cognition that leads to dysfunctional outcomes 
(Pratt & Pradies, 2011). Indeed, ambivalent relationships may even be more detrimental to 
outcomes than simple negative relationships (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2007; Rothman et al., 2017). 
Thus, on the basis of the reasoning above, we expect that high LMX ambivalence is likely to 
have a deleterious effect on task performance. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: LMX ambivalence will be negatively associated with task performance.

LMX Ambivalence and Performance: Cross-Domain Buffering

Research related to ambivalence has paid relatively little attention to how employees deal 
with ambivalence and, in particular, the contextual factors that might moderate its effects. 
Recently, Methot and colleagues (2017) suggested that a key area for future research is the 
exploration of boundary conditions that might mitigate or exacerbate the links between 
ambivalent relationships and work outcomes. Previous studies have shown social support can 
mitigate the negative effects of a number of different stressors (e.g., van Emmerik, Euwema, 
& Bakker, 2007). This process is known as the buffering hypothesis of social support (Sarafino, 
1997). Key sources of social support in the workplace include coworkers, leaders, and the 
organization itself. According to the cross-domain buffering hypothesis of social support (e.g., 
Duffy et al., 2002), social support from a different domain (e.g., coworker or organizational 
support) should be particularly effective at reducing the negative consequences of a stressor 
from another domain (i.e., an ambivalent LMX relationship). For instance, Hobman, Restubog, 
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Bordia, and Tang (2009) demonstrated that in the presence of high team-member support, 
there was a negligible association between abusive supervision and employees’ well-being 
and job satisfaction. While LMX ambivalence is not the same as abusive supervision, we 
expect that social support from sources external to the leader-follower relationship can buffer 
the negative effects of LMX ambivalence on employee performance.

In Study 1, we draw on this cross-domain buffering hypothesis to suggest that POS will 
reduce aversive psychological reactions to LMX ambivalence by indicating the availability 
of material and emotional support when needed (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). POS is 
defined as the extent to which employees perceive that their contributions are valued by their 
organization and that the organization cares about their well-being (e.g., Rhoades & 
Eisenberger, 2002). POS has been shown to be negatively associated with strains experi-
enced in the workplace and positively associated with job-related affect (e.g., job satisfaction 
and mood) by reducing negative reactions to stressors (Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, 
Lynch, & Rhoades, 2001). Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between LMX ambivalence and task performance will be moderated 
by POS such that the negative effect will be reduced when POS is high.

Study 1

The aims of this field study are threefold. First, we aim to demonstrate that our new mea-
sure of LMX ambivalence (which we develop in the online supplemental material) has pre-
dictive validity beyond that of the measure of the overall quality of the LMX relationship. 
Second, we aim to examine the effects of LMX ambivalence on task performance (Hypothesis 
1). Finally, we aim to investigate the moderating role of POS to ascertain whether this acts as 
a buffer to the negative effects of LMX ambivalence on performance (Hypothesis 2).

Method

Sample

We collected data from three organizations, two based in the United Kingdom and one 
based in India. These organizations were approached directly by the lead researcher and 
asked whether they would like to participate in the project. Participants in all three organiza-
tions worked in a service center environment providing telephone support or telephone sales, 
that is, customer service support, outsourced human resources (HR) services, and outsourced 
business processes. Our final sample consisted of 320 employees nested within 60 teams, 
representing a response rate of 84%. The teams shared a single supervisor; however, team 
members largely worked independently of one another. The average age of the combined 
sample was 28 years, and 60% of respondents were male. The average organizational tenure 
was 23 months.

Procedure

After the organizations agreed to participate, links to the online survey were sent to a 
representative of the HR departments in the three organizations. These representatives then 
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sent the survey links to the staff of the organization. After giving informed consent, partici-
pants completed the short online survey, which took approximately 10 to 15 minutes. To deal 
with the potential problems associated with single-informant bias, we separated the measure-
ment of the independent and dependent variables and collected data through multiple respon-
dents. Accordingly, we concurrently collected measures of LMX quality, LMX ambivalence, 
and POS from employees and task performance from supervisors. Supervisors provided the 
names and performance ratings of each of their followers. Followers were required to pro-
vide their names on their survey in order for the data to be matched. However, only the 
researchers had access to the matched data, and these data were kept confidential from the 
respondents.

Measures

The participants responded to items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher levels of the underlying construct.

LMX ambivalence. Because no previous studies have measured LMX ambivalence, we 
developed a new scale by adapting Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) scale to examine the degree 
to which an individual had conflicting thoughts about their LMX relationship (see the online 
supplemental material for the scale validation procedure and full list of scale items). We 
measured LMX ambivalence subjectively by directly asking respondents to indicate the 
degree to which they experienced ambivalent cognitions about their leader-follower rela-
tionship (α = .92). An example item was “I have conflicting thoughts: sometimes I think 
that my working relationship with my manager is very good, while at other times, I don’t.”

POS. We measured POS using six items (Eisenberger et al., 2001; α = .76). An example 
item was “The organization takes pride in my accomplishments.”

Task performance. We assessed followers’ task performance from their immediate super-
visor using four items (Nahrgang, Morgeson, & Ilies, 2009; α = .95). An example item was 
“This team member’s performance is very high.”

Controls. We controlled for LMX quality in order to determine the independent effect 
of LMX ambivalence on performance beyond that explained by the overall quality of the 
relationship. LMX quality was measured using a seven-item measure (LMX7; Graen & Uhl-
Bien, 1995; α = .84). It could be argued that LMX ambivalence reflects moderate levels 
of LMX quality. In other words, there may be a curvilinear effect between LMX quality 
and LMX ambivalence that would not be detected in the correlations or confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA). To control for any curvilinear effects of LMX, we created a new variable, 
LMX squared, where the grand mean centered LMX scale was multiplied by itself (i.e., LMX 
× LMX; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Additionally, we controlled for a number of 
demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, and dyadic tenure) because they have been shown 
to affect contextual and task performance (e.g., Green, Jegadeesh, & Tang, 2009; Ng & Feld-
man, 2010; Sturman, 2003). Furthermore, because the data were collected in three different 
organizations, we controlled for organizational membership (dummy coded).
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Results

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations among the 
study variables. All the variables had good reliability. In accordance with Hypothesis 1, the 
correlation between LMX ambivalence and task performance was significant and negative (r 
= −.26). Furthermore, the correlation between LMX ambivalence and LMX quality was 
modest (r = −.25).

Discriminant Validity

In the online supplemental material, we demonstrate the validation of the LMX ambiva-
lence scale using a rigorous methodology involving additional data sets. In the current 
study, we conducted CFAs using MPLUS (Version 6) to examine further the distinctiveness 
of the LMX quality and LMX ambivalence constructs (as well as the other variables included 
in this study). Accordingly, we compared the model fit of the full measurement model, 
where LMX ambivalence, LMX quality, POS, and task performance were included as sepa-
rate factors, to a series of models where scales were combined in various combinations. The 
model that allowed the various items to load onto their respective factors produced a good 
model fit (χ2 = 525.01, df = 246, p < .001; comparative fit index (CFI) = .94; Tucker-Lewis 
index (TLI) = .93; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .06) and one that 
was better than any model in which scales were combined. For instance, the model where 
LMX ambivalence and LMX quality were combined into one factor produced a signifi-
cantly worse model fit (χ2 =1,179.45, df = 249, p < .001; CFI = .80; TLI = .78; RMSEA = 
.11) as did a model with all items combined into a single factor (χ2 = 3,055.93, df = 252, 

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Internal Consistencies of the 
Variables Used in Study 1

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD

1. LMX Quality (.84) 3.93 0.57
2. LMX Ambivalence −.25** (.92) 2.90 0.89
3.  Perceived Organizational Support .40** −.25** (.76) 3.43 0.63
4. Task Performance .34** −.26** .30** (.95) 3.98 0.89
5. Organization 1 −.03 −.12* −.21** −.06  
6. Organization 2 .05 −.09 .03 −.05 −.10  
7. Gendera .05 −.04 .01 .02 .05 −.03 0.37 0.48
8. Age −.03 −.01 .11* .06 −.17** .23** −.02 28.30 7.59
9. Dyadic Tenureb .03 .01 .09 −.02 −.19** .37** −.06 .37** 22.98 32.13

Note: N = 320. Performance rated by leaders; all other variables are follower rated. Values in parentheses indicate 
Cronbach alphas. LMX = leader-member exchange.
a1 = Female, 0 = Male.
bMonths.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
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 p < .001; CFI = .39; TLI = .33; RMSEA = .19). This was confirmed using chi-squared dif-
ference tests, which were all significant (e.g., for the one-factor model, Δχ2 = 2,530.92, Δdf 
= 6, p < .001). Thus, the results added further support for the discriminant validity of the 
focal variable in this study.

Hypothesis Testing

The participants consisted of individuals nested within teams (N = 60 teams); thus, there 
was the potential that uncorrected tests of individual-level relationships may have inadver-
tently contained team-level effects (e.g., Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006). To assess this, we 
calculated the intraclass correlation coefficient, or ICC(1), which indexes the amount of 
variance in a given variable that can be attributed to team membership. The ICC(1) value of 
.08 for task performance (Bliese, 1998) indicated that a small portion of the variance in the 
ratings of employees’ task performance could be accounted for by team membership. 
Accordingly, we tested our hypotheses by using a multilevel model that included both the 
individual (follower) level and the team level (see Table 2). In these analyses, we did not 
aggregate variables to the team level but, rather, analyzed data on an individual level using 
a method that simultaneously took account of the variation between individuals and between 
teams.

We tested the random coefficient models using multilevel regression analysis, employing 
SPSS (Version 23) software and using its mixed analysis function. In the first step, we tested 
a null model in order to examine the percentage of variance residing at each of the two levels 
(individual and team). Specifically, for Model A, we calculated an empty model in which we 
allowed the intercept to vary across both individual and team levels. In Model B, we entered 
our control variables. We then entered the predictor variable, LMX ambivalence (Model C), 
then added the moderator variable, POS (Model D), and then added the interaction term 
(Model E); these variables were grand-mean centered prior to inclusion. The results of each 
model are shown in Table 2 and provide support for Hypothesis 1, showing that LMX ambiv-
alence had a significant negative relationship with task performance (β = −0.19, t(309) = 
−3.32, p < .001; Model D).

As shown in Table 2, the interactive effect of LMX ambivalence and POS on task perfor-
mance was significant (β = 0.17, t(308) = 2.22, p = .027). In order to explore the nature of 
this significant interaction, we reviewed the conditional effects at two levels (1 SD above 
and 1 SD below the mean) of the moderator (POS; see Figure 2). We found that the relation 
between LMX ambivalence and performance was significant and negative when POS was 
low (β = −0.31, t(308) = −3.96, p < .001) but was nonsignificant when POS was high (β = 
−0.10, t(308) = −1.49, p = .138). We therefore found support for Hypothesis 2 by showing 
that high levels of POS ameliorated the negative effect of LMX ambivalence on task 
performance.

Discussion

In Study 1, we provided an examination of the LMX ambivalence construct and found it 
to be distinct from overall LMX quality. In accordance with ambivalence research, our evi-
dence showed that ambivalent cognitions about the leader-follower relationship were asso-
ciated with poorer task performance. Furthermore, high levels of POS nullified this negative 
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Table 2

Multilevel Moderated Regression Analysis Results for Interactions Between Leader-
Member Exchange and Perceived Organizational Support in Study 1

Model A Model B Model C Model D Model E

 β (SE) t β (SE) t β (SE) t β (SE) t β (SE) t

Intercept 3.99 (0.06) 66.61** 1.72 (0.45) 3.86** 2.29 (0.45) 5.10** 2.59 (0.47) 5.56** 2.61 (0.46) 5.63**

Organization 1 −0.12 (0.13) −0.92 −0.16 (0.12) −1.35 −0.10 (0.12) −0.79 −0.09 (0.12) −0.78

Organization 2 −0.39 (0.26) −1.47 −0.48 (0.25) −1.91 −0.45 (0.25) −1.77 −0.46 (0.25) −1.84

Age 0.01 (0.01) 1.53 0.01 (0.00) 1.32 0.01 (0.01) 1.11 0.01 (0.01) 1.14

Gendera −0.00 (0.10) −0.03 0.01 (0.10) 0.09 0.01 (0.10) 0.07 0.01 (0.09) 0.08

Dyadic Tenure −0.00 (0.00) −0.63 −0.00 (0.00) −0.41 −0.00 (0.00) −0.48 −0.00 (0.00) −0.46

LMX 0.52 (0.09) 5.54** 0.39 (0.10) 4.10** 0.32 (0.10) 3.22** 0.32 (0.10) 3.25**

LMX × LMX −0.03 (0.09) −0.39 −0.12 (0.08) −1.45 −0.11 (0.08) −1.34 −0.11 (0.08) −1.33

LMX Ambivalence −0.22 (0.06) −3.94** −0.19 (0.06) −3.32** −0.21 (0.06) −3.59**

POS 0.20 (0.08) 2.45* 0.23 (0.08) 2.71**

LMX Ambivalence 
× POS

0.17 (0.08) 2.22*

Note: N = 320. Estimation method = restricted maximum likelihood. LMX = leader-member exchange; POS = perceived 
organizational support.
a1 = Female, 0 = Male.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.

Figure 2
Task Performance as a Function of Leader-Member Exchange Ambivalence for High 

(+1 SD) and Low (−1 SD) Perceived Organizational Support for Study 1

relationship between LMX ambivalence and task performance, supporting our cross-domain 
buffering hypothesis (Duffy et al., 2002). Thus, feeling supported by one’s organization can 
act as a buffer against the detrimental effects of LMX ambivalence. Importantly, these 
effects were shown when controlling for LMX and the quadratic term of LMX, suggesting 
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that LMX ambivalence has effects beyond those of LMX quality and the curvilinear effects 
of LMX.

Despite the support for our hypotheses, Study 1 had several limitations that need to be 
addressed to provide greater confidence and understanding regarding the effects of LMX 
ambivalence. First, we focused on the main effect between LMX ambivalence and task per-
formance. Although we provided a theoretical rationale for this effect, we did not test any 
underlying mechanisms that may explain it. Thus, in Study 2, we build on these findings by 
examining the role of negative affect as a potential mechanism through which the effect 
occurs. Second, we explored one source of social support (external to the leader-follower 
relationship) in the workplace, namely, POS. Hence, in Study 2, we further explore the 
boundary conditions of LMX ambivalence by examining the role of CWS as a buffer to the 
negative effects of LMX ambivalence. Finally, we relied on a cross-sectional research design 
in which all of our data were collected at the same time point. Thus, in Study 2, we employ a 
more robust study design where data were time separated, allowing us to explore the influ-
ence of LMX ambivalence on subsequent performance (compared to baseline performance 
levels) while controlling for LMX quality.

Study 2

In Study 2, we aim to add further credence to the notion that ambivalent cognition about 
one’s leader-follower relationship is an important extension to LMX theory that furthers our 
understanding of how and when LMX relationships influence task performance. In doing so, 
we build on Study 1 by testing an extended model that incorporates a theoretically guided 
mediator and an alternative moderator that may better explain the link between LMX ambiv-
alence and task performance.

LMX Ambivalence and Negative Affect

As highlighted by Rothman and colleagues, “The types of negative outcomes of 
ambivalence that have been studied in psychology largely build on the assumption that 
negative affect is the driving mechanism” (2017: 39). However, while negative affect is 
central to explaining the negative effects of ambivalence, few studies have empirically 
tested it as an outcome of ambivalence (e.g., Newby-Clark, McGregor, & Zanna, 2002; 
Nordgren, van Harreveld, & van der Pligt, 2006). Within the workplace context, little is 
known about the emotional consequences of cognitive ambivalence and whether negative 
emotional responses can explain the detrimental effects on employee behavior. Recently, 
Methot and colleagues (2017) proposed that more research should aim to develop and 
empirically test models where ambivalent relationships predict proximal emotions, which 
in turn predict work attitudes and behaviors. Accordingly, we argue that the effects of 
LMX ambivalence can be explained by the notion of ambivalence-induced negative affect 
(van Harreveld et al., 2015), which suggests that holding contrasting cognitions about the 
same object is aversive because it violates fundamental consistency motives (Festinger, 
1957).

Hypothesis 3: LMX ambivalence will be positively associated with the experience of negative 
affect.
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Negative Affect and Task Performance

Following the preceding conceptualization of LMX ambivalence as a stressor, we argue 
that LMX ambivalence will elicit an emotional reaction in the form of negative affect. 
Resource allocation theories highlight that individuals have a limited amount of attentional 
resources available and that performance will be diminished if cognitive and emotional ener-
gies are directed away from task performance (e.g., Koy & Yeo, 2008). Accordingly, indi-
viduals dealing with high environmental demands (e.g., high LMX ambivalence and 
associated negative affect) dissipate valuable resources (e.g., energy, cognitive focus, emo-
tional stability) in order to cope with such demands (Sguera, Bagozzi, Huy, Boss, & Boss, 
2016). This contention is supported by research showing that negative affect creates off-task 
attentional demands (e.g., Koy & Yeo, 2008) such as self-focused attention (Mor & Winquist, 
2002), rumination (Feldner, Leen-Feldner, Zvolensky, & Lejuez, 2006), appraisal, and 
arousal (Beal, Weiss, Barros, & MacDermid, 2005). Moreover, attempts to regulate negative 
affective experiences may serve to exacerbate the situation by further reducing the atten-
tional resources available for task performance (e.g., Beal et al., 2005). Thus, we predict that 
the negative affect associated with LMX ambivalence will have a deleterious effect on task 
performance. Furthermore, on the basis of the aforementioned theory and research, we argue 
for a negative relationship between LMX ambivalence and task performance mediated by 
negative affect.

Hypothesis 4: Negative affect will mediate the relationship between LMX ambivalence and task 
performance.

LMX Ambivalence and Negative Affect: The Moderating Role of CWS

In Study 1, we found support for our hypothesis that perceived support from one domain 
(i.e., the organization) mitigates the negative consequences of a stressor in another domain 
(i.e., the leader). To extend the findings of Study 1, we further explore this cross-domain 
buffering hypothesis by examining another important and proximal source of support to 
employees in the workplace: CWS. CWS refers to the extent to which employees believe that 
their coworkers are willing to provide them with work-related support and assistance at work 
(Susskind, Kacmar, & Borchgrevink, 2003); as such, it represents an important source of 
social support (e.g., Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, & Westman, 2014). Relatedly, 
CWS has been found to buffer the negative relationship between employee outcomes and 
both supervisor undermining (Duffy et al., 2002) and abusive supervision (Hobman et al., 
2009). Moreover, coworkers share the same leader and, hence, are well placed to provide 
support, such as information and empathy, and can act as a sounding board for discussing and 
alleviating feelings of uncertainty and tension that LMX ambivalence engenders (Balkundi 
& Harrison, 2006). In other words, coworkers are a key source of support for coping with the 
demands of the workplace. Taken together, we predict that like POS, CWS will mitigate the 
negative effect of having ambivalent cognitions regarding the leader-follower relationship.

Hypothesis 5: CWS will moderate the strength of the mediated relationship between LMX ambiva-
lence and task performance via negative affect, such that the mediated relationship will be 
weaker when CWS is high compared to when it is low.
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Method

Procedure

To test Hypotheses 3 through 5, we collected data from project teams consisting of four to 
five students engaged in a business strategy module as part of their degree course. The mod-
ule, which ran for 24 weeks, involved teams working on the design and manufacture of a car 
within a simulated environment. The module was designed to model the organizational con-
text, and each team had a leader (called the managing director, or MD) who was responsible 
for team formation, development, meetings, and performance. In essence, the teams repli-
cated organizational project teams that work on a shared task for a fixed amount of time. It is 
noteworthy that the use of student project teams and computer-based simulations to examine 
propositions related to leadership and other organizational processes has become increas-
ingly common in organizational research (e.g., Mathieu & Rapp, 2009; Nahrgang et al., 
2009; Palanski & Yammarino, 2011; Yeow & Martin, 2013). Hence, the present sample is 
well suited to the intended objectives of this study.

We collected data at two time points: Time 1 (3 weeks into the life cycle of the team) and 
Time 2 (3 months later). At Time 1, team members completed measures of LMX quality, 
LMX ambivalence, and CWS. Also at Time 1, the MDs rated the performance of their indi-
vidual team members. At Time 2, team members rated their feelings of negative and positive 
affect, while the MDs again rated their team members’ task performance. For our analysis, 
we explored the effect of LMX ambivalence on subsequent performance (at Time 2); how-
ever, we controlled for previous performance ratings at Time 1. As noted by Demerouti, 
Bakker, and Bulters (2004), a time lag of 3 months has the advantage that the occurrence of 
radical changes in work is relatively unlikely, thus enabling the evaluation of the effects of 
the more structural and changeable characteristics of work. This time period is also consis-
tent with prior longitudinal research (e.g., Lin & Leung, 2010), including research on LMX 
(e.g., Nahrgang et al., 2009).

Sample

The participants were upper-level undergraduates studying business administration or 
related degrees (e.g., marketing & finance) at a business school in the United Kingdom. 
Their average age was 20 years, and 54% were male. Team members assigned themselves 
roles, and one role was the team leader (MD). We matched team members’ responses to 
the surveys with responses from their MDs, providing dyadic data for 272 dyads, within 
115 teams.

Measures

We used the same items and response scale to measure follower ratings of LMX quality 
(Time 1; α = .85), LMX ambivalence (Time 1; α = .90), and leader-rated task performance 
(Times 1 and 2; α = .93 at Time 1 and .94 at Time 2) as those used in Study 1.

Positive and negative affect. One widely used tool to assess positive and negative affectiv-
ity is the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), 
a 20-item self-report measure. Researchers assert that affect is both a trait (dispositional) and 
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a state (situational) and can be measured accordingly (Watson & Clark, 1984; Watson et al., 
1988). As we were interested in the association between LMX ambivalence and negative 
affect, we measured it (at Time 2) as a state and asked participants to rate the items on the 
basis of how they felt when interacting with their leader during the simulation (see Watson 
et al., 1988). Such a period of time is in line with other research that has investigated affective 
responses to leadership. For example, Hoobler and Hu (2013) used the PANAS with a time 
frame of “the past few months” for reports of negative affect. We asked participants to indicate 
the extent to which interactions with their leader produced positive (α = .90) and negative (α 
= .89) emotions, such as distress, using a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely).

CWS. We measured CWS (at Time 1) using four items developed by Haynes, Wall, 
Bolden, Stride, and Rick (1999; α = .80). An example item was “I can count on my team 
members to back me up.” We measured responses on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree).

Controls. As in Study 1, we controlled for the age and gender of followers and for LMX 
quality both as a linear and as a quadratic term (LMX squared) measured at Time 1. Simi-
larly, in order to examine the independent effects of negative affect on performance, we 
controlled for the effect of positive affect (measured at Time 2). While this is common prac-
tice (e.g., Chuang, Judge, & Liaw, 2012), it seemed particularly important for the current 
study because LMX ambivalence consists of both positive and negative cognitions about the 
leader-follower relationship and, thus, can be theoretically linked to positive affect as well as 
to negative affect. Furthermore, research shows that positive affect is positively associated 
with task performance (e.g., Tsai, Chen, & Liu, 2007). Performance at Time 1 was rated by 
the MDs, and we controlled for it as a baseline measure of performance. This was done in 
order to test for the effect of LMX ambivalence on subsequent (i.e., Time 2) performance, 
controlling for previous performance.

Results

Table 3 reports the item intercorrelations, reliabilities, and descriptive statistics for all the 
independent and dependent variables used in Study 2. We again found LMX ambivalence to 
be a reliable construct (α = .90). As predicted, LMX ambivalence was negatively associated 
with subsequent (i.e., Time 2) leader-rated task performance (r = −.17) and positively associ-
ated with negative affect (r = .29); negative affect was also significantly correlated with task 
performance at Time 2 (r = −.21).

Discriminant Validity

As in Study 1, we conducted a series of CFAs to test the discriminant validity between 
the multi-item variables in this study. We again compared the model fit of the full measure-
ment model, where LMX ambivalence, LMX quality, CWS, negative affect, and task per-
formance were all included as separate factors, to a series of models where scales were 
combined in various combinations. The model that allowed the various items to load onto 
their respective factors produced a good model fit (χ2 = 911.12, df = 454, p < .001; CFI = 
.90; TLI = .89; RMSEA = .06) that was better than other models in which scales were 
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Table 3

Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Internal Consistencies  
of the Variables Used in Study 2

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD

1. LMX (T1) (.85) 3.88 0.60
2. LMX Ambivalence (T1) −.51** (.90) 2.49 0.76
3. Task Performance (T1) .09 −.13* (.93) 4.10 0.76
4. Task Performance (T2) .05 −.17** .57** (.94) 4.10 0.79
5. Negative Affect (T2) −.19** .29** −.09 −.21** (.89) 1.71 0.66
6. Positive Affect (T2) .52** −.34** .09 .18** −.32** (.90) 3.65 0.72
7. Coworker Support (T1) .23** −.37** .08 .13* −.26** .20** (.80) 3.86 0.73
8. Age .06 −.05 −.13* −.10 −.03 .00 .03 21.40 1.76
9. Gendera −.10 −.03 .04 .04 −.08 −.05 −.05 −.03 0.48 0.50

Note: N = 272. Performance rated by leaders; all other variables are follower rated. Values in parentheses indicate 
Cronbach alphas. LMX = leader-member exchange; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2.
a1 = Female, 0 = Male.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.

combined. For example, the model with all items combined into a single factor (χ2 = 
3,490.53, df = 464, p < .001; CFI = .34; TLI = .29; RMSEA = .16) produced a poorer model 
fit (Δχ2 = 2,579.41, Δdf = 10, p < .001).

Analytical Approach

As in Study 1, the participants consisted of individuals nested within teams, and the 
ICC(1) (Bliese, 2000) for task performance was found to be a modestly high value of .31 
(Bliese, 1998), indicating that a portion of the variance could be accounted for by team mem-
bership. Thus, because the data structure violated the assumption of independence, we used 
the multilevel mediation approach described by Bauer et al. (2006). Our analysis was con-
ducted in two steps. First, we tested a mediation model whereby we explored whether the 
relationship between LMX ambivalence (X) and task performance (Y) was mediated by 
negative affect (M). Second, we tested a moderated mediation model (Hayes & Preacher, 
2010) in which the relationship between LMX ambivalence and negative affect was moder-
ated by CWS (Z; i.e., the first stage of the indirect effect was moderated). For the second 
moderated mediation model, in the equation predicting M, we included the interaction term 
between LMX ambivalence and CWS (X × Z) in order to test Hypothesis 5. Before creating 
the interaction term, both the independent and moderator variables were grand-mean cen-
tered. Both equations also included a separate intercept that was allowed to vary within each 
equation across individuals and teams as well as between each equation.

Hypothesis Testing

We conducted the analytic method outlined above using mixed method analysis in SPSS 
(Version 23). The results provided support for Hypothesis 3 (see Table 4), showing that LMX 
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Table 4

Multilevel Analysis: Effect of Leader-Member Exchange Ambivalence (X) and 
Coworker Support (Z) on Negative Affect (M) and Effect of Negative Affect on  

Task Performance (Y)

Negative Affect (M) X→M Task Performance (Y) M→Y

 Coefficient SE t Coefficient SE t

Mediation Model  
 Intercept 1.69 0.48 3.53** 1.50 0.59 2.53*
 Controls  
  Age −.00 .02 −0.20 −.01 .02 −0.31
  Gendera .12 .08 1.51 .03 .07 0.45
  LMX −.05 .08 −0.57 −.16 .09 −1.89
  LMX × LMX .07 .07 0.93 −.03 .07 −0.48
  Positive Affect .18 .06 2.88**
  Task Performance (Time 1) .54 .05 10.45**
  X  
  LMX Ambivalence .24 .06 3.83** −.06 .06 −0.98
  M  
  Negative Affect −.15 .06 −2.46*
Moderated Mediation Model  
 Intercept 1.76 0.47 3.70** 1.46 0.60 2.43*
 Controls  
  Age −.01 .02 −0.38 −.00 .02 −0.22
  Gendera .11 .08 1.49 .02 .07 0.32
  LMX −.08 .08 −0.98 −.14 .09 −1.66
  LMX × LMX .01 .07 0.19 −.01 .07 −0.20
  Positive Affect .17 .06 2.79**
  Task Performance (Time 1) .54 .05 10.39**
  X  
  LMX Ambivalence .18 .06 2.84** −.05 .06 −0.79
  Z  
  CWS −.14 .06 −2.29** .05 .06 0.82
  X × Z  
  LMX Ambivalence × CWS −.20 .07 −2.72**  
  M  
  Negative Affect −.14 .06 −2.26*

Note: Individual N = 272; Team N = 115. Estimation method = restricted maximum likelihood. LMX = leader-
member exchange; CWS = coworker support.
a1 = Female, 0 = Male.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.

ambivalence had a significant relationship with negative affect (y = .24, t(265) = 3.83, p < .001). 
Hypothesis 4 predicted that negative affect would mediate the relationship between LMX ambiva-
lence and task performance. We found evidence for this mediation effect. Specifically, we found 
that negative affect was significant and negatively related to task performance (y = −.15, t(244) = 
−2.47, p = .014). In order to test the significance of the mediated pathway, we calculated 95% 
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Monte Carlo confidence intervals by means of running simulations with 20,000 repetitions (Bauer 
et al., 2006). A significant mediation was found as the 95% confidence intervals did not include 0 
(lower limit (LL) = −.07, upper limit (UL) = −.01), with an indirect effect of −.04.

Hypothesis 5 predicted moderated mediation. Specifically, we suggested that CWS would 
moderate the relationship between LMX ambivalence and negative affect. The interactive effect 
of LMX ambivalence and CWS on negative affect was significant (γ = −.20, t(260) = −2.72, p = 
.007). To facilitate interpretation, we plotted and probed the simple slopes for low levels (−1 SD) 
and high levels (+1 SD) of CWS (Bauer et al., 2006). As predicted, Figure 3 shows a stronger 
positive slope at lower levels of CWS (γ = .33, t(260) = 3.82, p < .001) than at higher levels of 
CWS (γ = .03, t(259) = 0.40, p = .691). Thus, we found support for a moderation effect of 
CWS—the negative effects of LMX ambivalence were not present when CWS was high.

We further found that negative affect was significantly and negatively related to task per-
formance (y = −.14, t(240) = −2.26, p = .025). In order to test the significance of the mediated 
pathway, we again calculated 95% Monte Carlo confidence intervals by means of running 
simulations with 20,000 repetitions (Bauer et al., 2006). A significant mediation was found 
at low levels of the moderator as the 95% confidence intervals did not include 0 (LL = −.10, 
UL = −.01), with an indirect effect of −.05. At high levels of CWS, evidence of mediation 
was not found (LL = −.03, UL = .02), with an indirect effect of .00. This supported Hypothesis 
5 in that the stronger effects of LMX ambivalence on task performance at lower versus 
higher levels of CWS were brought about by higher levels of negative affect.

Discussion

The results provided support for our hypotheses by showing significant associations 
between LMX ambivalence and negative affect as well as between negative affect and 

Figure 3
Moderating Effect of Coworker Support on the Relationship Between Leader-Member 

Exchange Ambivalence and Negative Affect for High (+1 SD) and Low (−1 SD) 
Coworker Support for Study 2



Lee et al. / LMX Ambivalence and Task Performance  1947

performance. We also found support for the role of CWS in moderating this mediated 
relationship between LMX ambivalence and performance. High levels of support nulli-
fied the relationship between LMX ambivalence and negative affect, supporting our 
cross-domain buffering hypothesis (Duffy et al., 2002), which posited that social support 
from coworkers would ameliorate the negative consequences of an ambivalent leader-
follower relationship. As in Study 1, these effects were shown when controlling for LMX 
quality and the quadratic term of LMX quality, suggesting that LMX ambivalence has 
effects beyond those of LMX quality and the curvilinear effects of LMX. These results 
suggest that negative affect mediates the LMX ambivalence–performance relationship.

General Discussion

We sought to address two principal aims: first, we tested whether our newly developed 
construct, LMX ambivalence, had a deleterious impact on task performance (while control-
ling for LMX quality). Second, we investigated the role of contextual factors, in the form of 
two external sources of social support (POS and CWS), in buffering the LMX ambivalence–
task performance relationship. The pattern of results was consistent across both studies (as 
well as our additional validation studies; see online supplemental material) in supporting the 
validity of LMX ambivalence, its negative impact on task performance, and the ambiva-
lence-buffering role of social support. In addition, using a time-ordered design, in Study 2, 
we found initial evidence for negative affect as an underlying mechanism that helps to 
explain the LMX ambivalence–performance relationship. These results have important 
implications for theory and research on both LMX and ambivalence, to which we now turn.

Theoretical Implications

The primary contribution of our research to LMX theory is the extension of the LMX 
concept to include LMX ambivalence (captured as the coexistence of positive and negative 
cognitions regarding the LMX relationship). Since its inception, LMX theory has construed 
LMX quality as exclusively univalent (i.e., low vs. high quality; see Lee et al., 2015). Yet our 
research shows that LMX can also be conceptualized and measured as bivalent (i.e., ambiva-
lent: both low and high quality). LMX ambivalence is a meaningful construct that across five 
studies (i.e., two primary studies and three initial validation studies) has demonstrated good 
evidence of discriminant, predictive, and incremental validity beyond that of LMX quality 
(and other related constructs). Our findings suggest that a subjective assessment of one’s 
LMX ambivalence is a distinct construct that is not captured in current conceptualizations 
and measures of LMX quality (e.g., LMX7).

At the heart of the LMX ambivalence concept is the notion of inconsistency. Relatedly, in 
their review of the literature pertaining to the fourth and most recent stage of LMX theory 
development, Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) noted the existence of significant variation in LMX 
quality between leader-follower dyads in the same work group because leaders vary in their 
treatment of different followers (i.e., LMX differentiation). The critical point, however, is that 
the LMX ambivalence concept extends this assumption of inconsistency to within leader-fol-
lower dyads because our results imply that leaders may be inconsistent in their treatment of 
the same followers. Thus, LMX ambivalence constitutes a different view of inconsistency that 
complements and advances our understanding of the nature of LMX relationships.
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It is important to highlight the performance implications of LMX ambivalence. The find-
ings across both studies revealed a negative relationship between LMX ambivalence and task 
performance, while controlling for the (linear and quadratic) effects of LMX quality. 
Therefore, on the basis of the evidence of the current investigation, LMX ambivalence makes 
a substantive contribution to the explanatory power of LMX theory and its implications for 
follower performance.

As well as demonstrating a link between LMX ambivalence and task performance, our 
findings provide initial support for negative affect as a mediator that can explain this link. 
This represents an important theoretical contribution for several reasons. First, while nega-
tive affect is central to explaining the negative effects of ambivalence, few studies have 
empirically tested it as an outcome of ambivalence (e.g., Newby-Clark et al., 2002; Nordgren 
et al., 2006), and little is known about the emotional consequences of cognitive ambivalence 
and whether negative emotional responses can explain the detrimental effects on employee 
behavior. We argued and showed that the effects of LMX ambivalence can be explained by 
the notion of ambivalence-induced negative affect (van Harreveld et al., 2015), which sug-
gests that holding contrasting cognitions about the same object is indeed aversive because it 
violates fundamental consistency motives (Festinger, 1957).

A second contribution of exploring negative affect as a mediator is that it represents an 
important and previously untested mediator in the context of LMX theory. As an affective 
process, negative affect differs from the types of constructs proposed by the social exchange 
theory explanation of LMX, such as felt obligation (e.g., Lemmon & Wayne, 2015). In Study 
2, we found initial support for negative affect as an explanatory variable that can help explain 
the deleterious effects of LMX ambivalence. This is in line with recent theorizing that sug-
gests that emotions are highly relevant at the various stages in the development of the LMX 
relationship (Cropanzano, Dasborough, & Weiss, 2017). Thus, while our study did not 
explore the affective consequences of overall LMX quality, the consideration of negative 
affect in the context of LMX ambivalence provides support for the utility of examining the 
role of affective processes in LMX relationships more generally (Cropanzano et al., 2017). 
Given the fact that we assessed the mediating role of negative affect in only one of our stud-
ies, further tests of this mediated pathway are needed to add confidence to this finding. It 
should also be noted that the indirect effect found in Study 2 was relatively small (−.04), 
suggesting that other factors may explain additional variance between LMX ambivalence 
and task performance. Interestingly, a recent meta-analysis (Martin et al., 2016) posited a 
number of theoretical approaches that could explain the link between LMX quality and 
employee behavior. It would be interesting for future research to assess additional mediators 
that represent other theoretical approaches in relation to LMX ambivalence, such as social 
exchange and self-determination theories. For instance, by adopting a social exchange frame-
work (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), followers’ trust in the leader may provide an additional 
explanation for the LMX ambivalence–performance relationship. Indeed, in the Martin et al. 
(2016) LMX quality–performance meta-analysis, trust in the leader accounted for the most 
variance in the mediation models for both task performance and citizenship behavior. 
Specifically, perceptions of ambivalence within the LMX relationship might signal to the 
follower that the leader is less trustworthy. For instance, Levin (1999) suggested that leaders 
can build trust by doing what they say they are going to do (credibility) and behaving in a 
predictable manner (consistency). The presence of ambivalence implies that leaders may not 
be predictable or credible in their followers’ eyes, and this inconsistency may lead to a lack 
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of trust. Consistent behavior, in particular, displays commitment and predictability, which are 
key attributes for promoting trust (Burke, Sims, Lazzara, & Salas, 2007).

By extending the foci of ambivalence to a different target, namely, the leader-follower 
relationship, our research also advances the current understanding of workplace ambivalence 
in a number of important ways. First, and most importantly, while previous ambivalence 
research has found negative effects of, for example, ambivalent organizational identification 
(e.g., Schuh et al., 2016), such studies have largely failed to explore moderator variables that 
either attenuate or accentuate the effects of ambivalence. Indeed, Rothman and colleagues 
highlighted, in relation to the effects of ambivalence, that “empirical research on organiza-
tional moderators and boundary conditions remains relatively scant, and much existing man-
agement work remains theoretical” (2017: 62). Across two studies, we demonstrated that the 
presence of high levels of social support negates the normally negative effect of LMX ambiv-
alence on task performance. This finding might extrapolate to other foci: for example, reduc-
ing the negative effects of ambivalent organizational identification. In the current research, 
we showed that perceptions of both coworker and organizational support mitigate the nega-
tive effects of LMX ambivalence. Other forms of support could also be investigated as fur-
ther boundary conditions. For instance, rather than focusing on sources of support within the 
organization, it would be interesting to assess whether support from outside the organization 
can also ameliorate the negative link between LMX ambivalence and performance. For 
example, social support from friends and family outside of the workplace has been found to 
reduce the impact of work stress on employee outcomes (Huynh, Xanthopoulou, & Winefield, 
2013).

A second way our research furthers understanding of workplace ambivalence is by high-
lighting when ambivalence leads to detrimental rather than beneficial outcomes. While 
ambivalence has traditionally been viewed as something to be avoided, recently research has 
begun to explore, and find evidence for, the beneficial effects of ambivalence (e.g., Zou & 
Ingram, 2013). As discussed by Methot and colleagues (2017), research exploring the conse-
quences of ambivalent relationships has reported mixed results. On the one hand, ambivalent 
relationships have, for example, been associated with detrimental health outcomes (Uchino 
et al., 2014). On the other hand, some research suggests that ambivalent relationships may 
also have functional workplace outcomes (e.g., Rothman & Melwani, 2017). In line with the 
propositions of Rothman and colleagues’ (2017) recent review, we demonstrated that delete-
rious effects of ambivalence are driven by the experience of negative affect. Our findings are 
also in line with the proposition that ambivalence towards an important target (i.e., the leader-
follower relationship) would elicit such negative affective responses (Pratt & Pradies, 2011). 
Future research should further our understanding of when and how different forms of ambiv-
alence lead to salutary or detrimental effects. For example, Guarana and Hernandez (2016) 
suggest that individuals who can correctly recognize the causes of their ambivalence (e.g., a 
relationship partner) are better able to process relevant situational cues that enable effective 
decision-making. It therefore seems reasonable to assume that outcomes that require high 
levels of information processing, such as decision-making, creativity, and learning, might 
under the right conditions benefit from ambivalence.

A third way our research advances understanding of workplace ambivalence is by its 
focus on task performance as an outcome. Ambivalence researchers have highlighted that a 
critical step for future research is the investigation of the effects of ambivalence on employee 
behavior (Ashforth et al., 2014; Methot et al., 2017). Our research contributes to this 
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literature by demonstrating that LMX ambivalence is negatively associated with employee 
task performance, a finding that was replicated in both studies. Being one of the first studies 
of workplace ambivalence to explore task performance as an outcome, our findings have 
pertinent practical implications and add support to previous research showing the negative 
implications of ambivalence in the form of ambivalent identification (e.g., Pratt & Doucet, 
2000). Furthermore, we found evidence of negative effects of LMX ambivalence while 
controlling for the overall quality of LMX. This is important as we demonstrated the incre-
mental predictive validity of ambivalence. Previous research has not always found support 
for such validity. For instance, Ashforth, Joshi, Anand, and O’Leary-Kelly (2013) showed 
that ambivalent identification had incremental predictive validity beyond that of identifica-
tion and disidentification in terms of predicting employee burnout, stress, and turnover 
intentions but not deviant behavior or organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). A more 
recent study found only a small main effect of ambivalent identification on OCB directed at 
the organization and no significant effect on OCB directed at peers over and above that of 
identification (Schuh et al., 2016). We found that LMX ambivalence has incremental pre-
dictive validity above that of LMX quality. This represents an important contribution to the 
ambivalence literature by demonstrating the key role it may play in influencing employees’ 
behavior and the value of considering it over unidimensional measures. It also highlights the 
utility of moving the foci of ambivalence research from organizational identification to the 
context of the leader-follower relationship. Our findings suggest that ambivalence in this 
context is a significant predictor of employee behavior. Such findings add further veracity 
to the call for research to further account for the effects of ambivalence in the wider context 
of management (Ashforth et al., 2014) and within workplace relationships (Methot et al., 
2017). In the current studies, we did not measure organizational identification or ambivalent 
identification; thus, we could not determine whether LMX ambivalence has incremental 
predictive validity beyond that of these constructs. Future research could aim to determine 
the relative predictive validity of these different constructs or, indeed, whether reduced or 
ambivalent identification mediates the effects of high LMX ambivalence. To that end, it 
would also be of interest to explore additional outcome variables beyond task performance, 
such as counterproductive performance.

Implications for Practice

Given the detrimental effects of LMX ambivalence, it is important that leaders and HR 
professionals understand how to mitigate the effects of relational ambivalence. An important 
finding of the current research was the mitigating role that social support plays in ameliorat-
ing the negative effects of ambivalence. The results show that in the context of high levels of 
POS (Study 1) and CWS (Study 2), LMX ambivalence does not adversely influence employee 
performance. Leaders and HR professionals need to ensure the provision of organizational 
support and foster opportunities for CWS in order to buffer the effects of LMX ambivalence. 
For example, HR practices can be used to encourage investment in employees and show 
recognition of employee contributions and signal that the organization is supportive and is 
seeking to establish or continue a positive social exchange relationship with employees 
(Allen, Shore, & Griffeth, 2003). Similarly, organizations should also consider the buffering 
role played by CWS in mitigating the deleterious effects of LMX ambivalence. Thus, orga-
nizations should consider improving CWS schemes in the workplace, such as developing 
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informal mentoring schemes, to enable individuals to increase their network resources. 
Organizations could also develop a culture where interaction between employees at different 
levels and from different departments is encouraged. This may be done by organizing net-
working days where employees from various departments are able to interact and by encour-
aging employees to socialize outside of work.

In addition to the mitigating role played by both POS and CWS, an additional way in 
which organizations might seek to disrupt the link between LMX ambivalence and negative 
affect is through the management of employees’ perceptions. For instance, knowing that 
LMX ambivalence is a common experience may be comforting when employees experience 
it. The appreciation that LMX ambivalence is commonplace in organizations could help miti-
gate the connection between LMX ambivalence and negative affect by managing employees’ 
expectations. Leaders should also be encouraged to consider their own behavior in order to 
be more consistent in their dealings with employees. While it may not always be possible to 
have solely positive interactions with followers, behavioral consistency is one way leaders 
can reduce the potential for ambivalence. Research has demonstrated that leaders who are 
perceived as inconsistent are evaluated as less procedurally fair and engender feelings of 
uncertainty about future interactions (De Cremer, 2003). Lian et al. (2012) have also demon-
strated the negative effects of mixed relationships (characterized by both high LMX quality 
and abusive supervision). These findings could inform leader training and development by 
emphasizing the importance of behavioral consistency.

Study Strengths and Potential Limitations

The current research has some notable strengths. The inclusion of multiple studies (includ-
ing those in the online supplemental material) provides strong support for some of our central 
arguments. For example, across five studies, we were able to demonstrate that LMX ambiva-
lence is distinct from overall LMX quality. The effects of LMX ambivalence on task perfor-
mance were also found while controlling for overall LMX quality (both linear and quadratic 
terms), highlighting the incremental predictive validity of our measure. The use of temporally 
ordered methods in Study 2 provided a stronger test of the directional links between LMX 
ambivalence and task performance, especially given that we also included baseline (i.e., previ-
ously rated) performance, thereby enabling the examination of the unique effects of LMX 
ambivalence on performance levels, controlling for previous performance. Finally, in both 
studies, we collected data from leaders and followers, an aspect of the research design that 
reduces the potential for common method and source bias explanations for the reported results.

Despite these strengths, we should note the potential limitations associated with the cur-
rent research. First, although we were able to provide a temporally ordered test of the key 
relationships (in Study 2), only experiments are able, in a strict sense, to demonstrate the 
causality of any given relationship. Furthermore, Study 2 also relied on dyadic data from 
leaders and members working within student project teams. While the attributes of these 
teams are in many ways comparable to those of project teams in an organizational context 
(e.g., high level of member responsibility, required task interdependence, and cooperation), 
more research is needed to enable generalization of the findings to different forms of leader-
ship in organizations. However, leadership researchers testing their hypotheses in both stu-
dent and field samples have found that results replicate over the samples (e.g., van 
Knippenberg & van Knippenberg, 2005). In fact, our research showed that the effects in the 
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student sample were comparable to those of the organizational sample: the main effect and 
the moderating effects of social support were replicated across samples. Furthermore, previ-
ous longitudinal investigations of LMX development have utilized similar student project 
teams (Nahrgang et al., 2009), and empirical evidence from samples in academic contexts 
and work teams has been shown to be comparable (see van Vianen & De Dreu, 2001).

A second potential limitation is the fact that we measured our mediation variable (neg-
ative affect) in Study 2 only. While the findings of Study 2 provide some support for our 
theoretical framework, further tests of this mediated pathway are needed to add confi-
dence to this finding. Even so, our findings are in line with previous research on the 
effects of ambivalence on emotional responses in relationships (e.g., Uchino, Holt-
Lunstad, Smith, & Bloor, 2004), which suggests that negative affect might indeed mediate 
the effects. As mentioned above, future research should try to replicate our findings and 
could explore additional mediators that might also explain the link between LMX ambiv-
alence and task performance.

A final potential limitation is the fact that in both studies, we did not control for ambiv-
alent leader identification. As shown in the online supplemental material, this measure of 
ambivalence towards the leader (as opposed to the relationship) was highly correlated 
with LMX ambivalence. Nevertheless, in line with previous research (e.g., Gu et al., 
2015), we demonstrated that LMX ambivalence has incremental validity over ambivalent 
leader identification (see online supplemental material). However, future research should 
continue to assess the incremental validity of LMX ambivalence over ambivalence in 
relation to other sources, such as the leader (i.e., ambivalent leader identification), the 
organization (i.e., ambivalent organizational identification), and coworkers (i.e., coworker 
relational ambivalence).

Other factors, aside from social support, are also likely to play a moderating role in deter-
mining when LMX ambivalence will be more or less impactful. For example, individuals 
who have tendencies towards negativity and emotionality may be particularly sensitive to 
ambivalent relationship experiences (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Similarly, rumination is 
an individual difference construct that is likely to exacerbate the effects of ambivalence, as 
constantly mulling over ambivalent thoughts is likely to chronically prime the negative com-
ponent of an individual’s ambivalence (Kachadourian, Fincham, & Davila, 2005). Future 
research might also investigate situations where ambivalent LMX relationships might lead to 
positive outcomes. Recently, scholars have provided integrative frameworks detailing dis-
tinct ways in which individuals might deal with ambivalence (Ashforth et al., 2014; Rothman 
et al., 2017). The authors suggest that different responses to ambivalence might lead to posi-
tive and negative outcomes. For instance, Ashforth and colleagues (2014) suggest that a 
holistic response to ambivalence involves the complete, simultaneous, and conscious accep-
tance of both opposing orientations. Therefore, according to the authors, holism is a proac-
tive response that may allow individuals to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
the duality at the heart of ambivalence. Furthermore, because the authors argue that a holistic 
response requires the voluntary acceptance of ambivalence, it is transformed into something 
over which the individual has at least some control (Ashforth et al., 2014). This control and 
acceptance of ambivalence could lead to some positive effects of ambivalence. In the context 
of the LMX relationship, therefore, this framework suggests that if employees can learn to 
accept their ambivalent cognitions, it could create the opportunity for the development of 
positive relationship outcomes.
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It should also be noted that the current studies focused on the effects of subjective cogni-
tive ambivalence and the resulting ambivalence-induced negative affect. As mentioned pre-
viously, ambivalence research has also examined the affective or emotional dimensions of 
attitudinal ambivalence (e.g., Thompson et al., 1995). The present research focused on con-
flicting evaluations within the cognitive dimension of individuals’ attitude towards their 
LMX relationship. Future research, however, could also investigate affective ambivalence or 
affective cognitive inconsistency and how these types of ambivalence influence the LMX 
relationship. We noted that the LMX7 scale (our adapted measure of LMX ambivalence) is a 
cognitive measure of the leader-follower relationship (Lee et al., 2015), but another measure, 
namely, LMX-MDM (Liden & Maslyn, 1998), has both affective and cognitive dimensions 
(Lee et al., 2015) and, thus, could be adapted in order to assess other types of ambivalence.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have provided an empirical examination of LMX ambivalence, and the 
results show its importance for explaining task performance beyond that of LMX quality. 
This initial test of LMX ambivalence provided support for the propositions of ambivalence 
research by highlighting the role of negative emotions in undermining task performance. We 
also found support for the cross-domain buffering effect of social support from both cowork-
ers and the organization, thus providing practical clues as to how organizations can amelio-
rate the detrimental effects of LMX ambivalence. Thus, workplace relationships are important 
in that they can elicit and alleviate ambivalence. We argue that it is time to move beyond 
focusing on just high- versus low-quality LMX relationships and begin to also consider those 
that are both high and low quality.
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