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Abstract

One challenge which organizations and managers face today is the phenomenon of
job-hopping. As employees, particularly among Millennials and Generation Z, continuously
seek new opportunities to advance in their careers, organizations face increasing challenges in
retaining them. Previous research has addressed the unique demands and characteristics of
young employees, although their experiences when entering the workforce remain relatively
unexplored. Therefore, this study aims to explore how the manager-employee relationship
influences the experiences of young employees during their initial period in the workforce.
This becomes especially relevant to investigate in the context of the hospitality sector, as it is
a common entryway into the workforce for young adults and also characterized by high
employee turnover. A qualitative methodology has been adopted, based on semi-structured
interviews with young employees recently having entered the workforce. In order to analyze
the findings, the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory has been applied, with a focus on
the three core dimensions of respect, trust and obligation. The main findings reveal that the
perceived quality of the manager-employee relationship plays a central role in shaping young
employees’ motivation, engagement and satisfaction. The findings also highlight the
importance of early leadership behaviors for a perceived successful integration into the
workforce. In addition, the findings also suggest that the emotional dimension is a crucial
aspect influencing the experiences of young employees’ initial period in the workforce,
leading to a proposed extension of the LMX framework.

Key words: Leader-member Exchange (LMX) Theory, Relational Dynamics, Job-Hopping,
Employee Retention, Newly Hires, Workplace Integration, Young Employees



Introduction

The phenomenon of job-hopping has been, and continues to be, a significant trend among
younger generations, gaining prominence with Millennials and persisting with Generation Z
(LaGree et al., 2021; Minzlaff et al., 2025; Zahari & Puteh, 2023). Castrillon (2023) argues
that Millennials and Generation Z prefer to work on their own terms and that they value a
purpose-driven work environment and freedom. She explains that they are continuously
seeking opportunities and do not want to settle, which is why they are more likely to
frequently switch jobs. It is common for employees to seek further employment after two
years in order to develop and advance in their careers (Steenackers & Guerry, 2016).
Castrillon (2023) also argues that the phenomenon of job hopping will continue as long as the
needs of the employees are not met. Retaining talented employees and remaining competitive
is one reason for organizations to seek answers on how to reduce job hopping (Dieguez, et
al., 2024; Minzlaff et al., 2025; Revuru & Bandaru, 2024). However, there are other reasons
for this as well. As Lanke and Nath (2023) explain, employees possess both explicit and tacit
knowledge, and when they switch jobs, there is a risk that the organization loses this tacit
knowledge held by that individual. If the organization experiences a high turnover of
employees, this could be seen as a persisting issue. Furthermore, Harter et. al (2020) presents
that there is a link between profitability and engagement, from which it can be argued that the
interests of the employees should be equally prioritized alongside organizations’ focus on
achieving key performance indicators.

Moreover, several different studies present a relationship between leadership styles and
behaviors with employee retention (Ali et al., 2024; Khalid et al., 2016; Tian et al., 2020).
This is especially relevant in sectors such as hospitality which is commonly characterized by
high employee turnover. This sector is for many young adults today the way into the job
market in Sweden as it enables young adults to combine employment with other activities
such as studies and travel (Cassel et al., 2017). Today, every third person working within the
industry is 15-24 years old (Bergstrom & Espinoza, 2024) and the sector is growing in
popularity. With an increasing number of people seeking both employment (SCB, 2025) and
education within the field (Skolverket, 2023), it is essential to explore leadership practices
within this sector.

Although existing research has examined the demands and characteristics of young
employees currently entering the workforce (Lanier, 2017; Marginean, 2021; Osorio &
Madero, 2024; Surugiu et al., 2025), and the topic of leadership has been widely studied (Day
et al,, 2014; Dinh et al., 2014; Liden et al., 2025), there remains a noticeable gap in
understanding how young employees themselves perceive and experience leadership in
practice, in their initial period in the workforce. Existing leadership research has
predominantly focused on the perspectives of managers and formal leaders, rather than of the
employees themselves (Liden et al., 2025; Wall et al., 2021). Connecting this to the research
on the increasing figures on job-hopping (LaGree et al., 2021; Minzlaff et al., 2025; Zahari &
Puteh, 2023), organizations are challenged to remain competitive in attracting and retaining
young employees. This gap in the literature highlights the need to further explore how
leadership practices can be better aligned with the values and needs of young employees,



which can be achieved by developing a deeper understanding of leadership from the
employee’s perspective.

This study aims to explore how the relationship between the manager and employee
influences the experiences of young employees during their initial period in the workforce.
Through this, the study seeks to provide a deeper understanding of how leadership practices
and specifically relational dynamics influence the integration of young employees, as well as
their perceived support and motivation in the early stages of employment. Furthermore, the
study aims to contribute to the understanding of how organizations and managers can adapt
their leadership approaches to enhance the employees willingness to remain within the
organization. Consequently, the research question proposed is: How does the
manager-employee relationship influence how young employees experience their initial
period in the workforce?

The thesis is structured to create a comprehensive understanding of young employees’ initial
period in the workforce and their perception of the encountered leadership. Following the
introduction, previous research on young employees’ entry into the workforce is presented.
Thereafter the theoretical framework used in the study is introduced, focusing on the
relational aspect of leadership. After this follows the methodological section and in the
following empirical section the findings are presented, showing the experiences of the young
employees in the early stage of their careers. Thereafter, these findings are analyzed and
discussed by applying the Leader-member exchange (LMX) theory, focusing on the three
core dimensions of respect, trust and obligation. Lastly, the conclusions together with the
practical and theoretical implications are presented, ending the section with suggestions for
future research.

Theoretical framework

Literature review

For young adults, the socialization process during the transition from education into the
workforce is often characterized by uncertainty, adaptation and learning (Arnett, 2014;
Feldman, 1981). Today’s young workforce largely consists of members of Generation Z, born
between 1995 and 2012 (Barhate & Dirani, 2022; Janssen & Carradini, 2021; Landman et al.,
2024). In previous studies on young employees’ integration into the workforce, the dominant
focus has been on their expectations, demands and characteristics. Several researchers argue
that they differ from older employees in these aspects (Anderson et al., 2017; Chillakuri,
2020; Osorio & Madero, 2024), and that leading them may require a different approach
(Arsenault, 2004; Schroth, 2019). Compared to older employees, young employees value
leadership emphasizing social relationships, influence in the workplace and autonomy. They
also tend to have higher expectations of reciprocity (Wall et al., 2021). Lanier (2017), among
others, highlights the importance of understanding the impact of young adult’s entrance into
the workforce, emphasizing the need to address the unique challenges and opportunities they
bring. As these individuals enter the workforce, managers face new challenges in
understanding, leading and supporting these often inexperienced employees (Schroth, 2019).
While most research on young employees today has focused on their expectations and how to



manage them, some studies have also explored their actual experiences in the workforce.
According to Arnett (2014), the tendency among young employees to frequently move
between jobs may be partially understood as a response to work-related uncertainty and not
experiencing the desired satisfaction and perceived fit. In line with this, Kammeyer-Mueller
et al. (2013) emphasize that proactive behaviors from the employees, such as seeking support
and taking initiative to adjust to the new workplace, can help mitigate uncertainty. The
authors further mention that supervisor undermining is associated with a higher risk of
employee turnover. In line with Arnett’s (2014) argument regarding the consequences of not
experiencing the desired satisfaction, Walk et al. (2013) examined both the expectations and
experiences of young employees, concluding that a mismatch between the two negatively
impacts job satisfaction.

Moreover, young employees do not just differ in terms of characteristics and demands
(Anderson et al., 2017; Chillakuri, 2020; Osorio & Madero, 2024), but that their experiences
tend to distinguish themselves from older employees as well (Wang et al, 2015). In their
research, Wang et al. (2015) demonstrate that young employees’ experience feedback
differently than older employees, placing greater value on the usefulness and quality. Younger
employees also tend to experience more stress and are at greater risk of burnout than older
employees. These are factors argued to impact employee satisfaction in the workplace
(Rozman et al., 2019). In addition, Miller et al. (2007) argue that the age and limited life
experience of young employees may contribute to a sense of insecurity, which in turn hinders
them from expressing concerns or fears about their work situation. Moreover, previous
studies on employees’ experiences of leadership have focused primarily on older employees
with several years of work experience. Lapointe and Vandenberghe (2017) conducted a study
on supervisory mentoring and employee affective commitment and turnover, and had a
participant sample with an average age of approximately 38 years and work experience of 7
years. Some studies have included employees younger than 30 years, although only a few in
relation to the total sample (Abalkhail, 2022). This literature review underlines that young
employees differ from older employees in expectations, needs and perceived work-related
challenges. In addition, there remains a gap in the literature regarding young employees’
actual experiences of leadership and in understanding how they themselves are influenced
and influence the relationship with their manager.

Leader-member exchange theory
The evolution of the Leader-member exchange theory

The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory distinguishes itself from other leadership
theories by focusing on the quality of the relationship formed between the leader and the
follower, rather than solely on the leader’s personal characteristics. It is taking a
relationship-based approach to leadership (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The theory was initially
developed by Dansereau et al. (1975), stemming from the Vertical Dyad Linkage Model
(VDL), which introduced the idea that leaders form different types of relationships with their
followers (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). In the VDL model, the relationships between the leader



and their followers are categorized into either in-groups or out-groups. In-group members are
characterized by receiving more attention, information, support and trust from their leader.
They are also more frequently engaged in communication with their leader compared to the
out-group members. Moreover, out-group members tend to have less compatible relationships
with their leaders, often limiting their engagement to fulfill basic work responsibilities
without further interaction or involvement. Furthermore, leaders tend to evaluate in-group
members’ behaviors more favourably (Dansereau et al., 1975). Over time, the VDL model
has been further developed into what is today known as the LMX theory, putting particular
emphasis on the quality of the dyadic leader-follower relationship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
In addition, role theory and social exchange theory have also played an influential role in the
development of the LMX theory (Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Liden & Maslyn, 1998).

Central to the LMX theory is the concept of dyads, which refers to the individual relationship
between a leader and a follower (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). Within the LMX theory, the
differentiation between the in- and out groups is further elaborated on by instead shifting the
focus more towards the quality of the relationship. Followers who have developed
high-quality relationships with their leader are considered part of the in-group, while those
who have developed low-quality relationships remain in the out-group (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). A central assumption of the VDL model was that leaders could only maintain a limited
number of high-quality relationships. Due to insufficient resources, the leaders could not
maintain such relationships with all their followers, resulting in lower-quality relationships
with the remaining followers. However, research within LMX theory has moved beyond the
strict assumption of in- and out-groups, instead emphasizing the potential for leaders to create
high-quality relationships with all their followers by working with each of them individually
to develop effective partnerships (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). As Graen & Uhl-Bien (1995)
explains, while the LMX theory has undergone changes and refinements over time, the
fundamentals remain the same: the leader, the follower and the relationship between them.

The quality of LMX in the dyadic relationship

Leaders depend on their followers to succeed in their work and achieve goals, making it
important for them to understand how the follower perceives their relationship. Moreover,
both leaders and followers evaluate each other, which is the basis for how strong and
functioning the relationship becomes. Although leaders often hold most influence over the
relationship, the follower also plays an important role (Dulebohn et al., 2012). Relationships
characterized by low-quality LMX are based on purely economic exchanges with primarily
formal interactions, where the parties’ roles are limited to basic requirement fulfillment.
However, the relationship between the leader and follower lacks further depth (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Dulebohn et al., 2012; Loi et al., 2009). In contrast, relationships
characterized by high-quality LMX involve mutual trust and responsibility, where the
relationship is deeper than purely an economic exchange. In a high-quality LMX relationship,
the leader and follower want to help each other, beyond what has been agreed upon
(Dulebohn et al., 2012). Moreover, the relationship is also portrayed by respect and shared
commitments between leaders and employees (Loi et al., 2009).



Dulebohn et al., (2012) presents that the leader’s behaviors and perceptions affect the
relationship between the leader and the follower. They demonstrate that the quality of the
relationship is affected by the leader providing feedback, rewards, recognition for good
behavior and being clear about what is expected. The relationship is also affected by how the
leader inspires, leads by example and encourages working towards common goals. This
means that the relationship between leader and follower consists of both transactional
leadership, focusing on exchange, rewards, and clear demands as well as transformative
leadership, with a focus on motivation and development. When the leader uses these types of
behaviors, it signals commitment, which often causes the employee to respond by also
putting in more effort than required (Dulebohn et al., 2012).

Moreover, the quality of the LMX relationship also influences outcomes on organizational,
group and individual levels. High-quality leader-member relationships have been linked to
positive employee attitudes, organizational commitment and willingness to remain within the
organization (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). High quality relationships are
also associated with greater participation, faster career progress and a higher frequency of
promotions, as well as improved work-related attitudes and more desirable work assignments
(Northouse, 2019). Furthermore, high-quality exchanges between the manager and employee
are also linked to reduced employee turnover and turnover intentions (Ballinger et al., 2010;
Liden & Maslyn, 1998; Northouse, 2019), work performance, perceived fairness and
transformational leadership (Dulebohn et al., 2012).

The leadership making model: phases of relationship development in the LMX theory

The relationship between the leader and the follower is not static, but something that may
evolve over time. The leadership making model describes the process of which high-quality
relationships are realized in practice. It is divided into three phases: stranger, acquaintance
and maturity, outlining the progression of the relationship development (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). Each phase represents different levels of influences, exchanges and interests (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Northouse, 2019). As the dyadic relationship between the leader and
follower develops through the three phases, it moves from a transactional social exchange
towards a transformational one. Not all relationships reach the maturity phase, some remain
at the stranger phase of the model and others only progress to the acquaintances stage. It is
not until the relationship advances to the maturity stage that the partnership is considered
aligned with the transformational leadership, as the first two phases are characterized by more
limited social exchanges (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

In the first phase, the stranger phase, the exchange between the leader and the follower can be
characterized as contractual. Followers focus solely on fulfilling their assigned
responsibilities and meeting the basic expectations of their role, while the leader only
provides the followers with what is necessary for them to complete their tasks. The exchange
is considered low in quality, the followers’ influence is minimal or non-existent and the
relationship is characterized by a self interest. In order for the relationship between the leader



and follower to progress to the next phase, an offer must be made and accepted by either of
the two parties. This offer should signal an invitation to strengthen the working relationship
by shifting the focus toward a more career-oriented and mutually supportive partnership
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Once this offer has been accepted, the relationship has progressed
into the acquaintance phase, where the social exchange between the leader and the follower
has increased and the relationship is considered to be of medium quality. In this stage, the
relationship begins to move beyond the initial contractual partnership. Although the
exchanges remain limited and the stage is viewed as a testing period, both professional and
personal information and resources are shared more frequently and favours are reciprocated.
When the relationship between the leader and the follower has progressed even further,
entrance into the final stage, the maturity phase, has occurred. The exchanges at this point are
highly developed and based on mutual respect and loyalty and the leader and follower can
rely on each other’s support. The exchanges and the relationship is in this phase considered to
be of high quality. In addition, both parties have a higher degree of influence over one
another (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Three dimensions of LMX: respect, trust and obligation

As explained by Graen & Uhl-Bien (1995), the development of the leader-follower
relationship is based on three dimensions: respect, trust and obligation. Together, these three
dimensions form the foundation in building a strong partnership (Northouse, 2019). The
development of the LMX relationship is grounded in the working relationship, where the
three dimensions refers to how each individual evaluates the other party’s professional
behaviors and capabilities. Hence, the quality of the leader-member relationship is shaped by
the trust, respect and sense of obligation shared between the parties (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). Research indicates that when there is a high degree of respect, obligation and mutual
trust, the dyadic relationship extends beyond the contractual partnership. In contrast, a lower
degree of these factors would instead mean that the partnership remains in the contractual
phase (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000), named the stranger phase in the leadership making model
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). As described in the model, in order to progress from the stranger
to the acquaintance phase, an offer must be made and accepted and this cannot occur without
mutual respect for the capabilities of one another (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Respect, as
Uhl-Bien et al. (2000) suggest, for example arises when one party in the relationship
acknowledges the other’s professional competencies. This may be that the leader values the
followers ability to perform and uphold their responsibilities, which in turn reflects well on
the leaders standing in the organization.

Trust is the second dimension regarded as important in order for the LMX relationship to
progress into a high quality partnership. For the offer to be made and accepted, an
expectation of building mutual trust with the other party is also required (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). Trust between the leader and follower is fostered in an environment where
manipulation, betrayal and the exploitation of each other’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities
does not occur. Rather, this trust is strengthened when the actions of the parties are gradually
fostering a belief that one can be relied upon as well as the recognition of sharing a common



set of principles. Trust in this context also means that the parties can trust the intentions of
one another related to the commitment to the relationship and in supporting each other
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). Lastly, the third dimension that is crucial for the development of a
high quality dyadic relationship is the obligation towards one another. The leader and
follower must, in addition to the previously mentioned dimensions of respect and trust, share
the expectation that their obligation towards each other will gradually increase over time. The
obligation is not only based on formal roles, or instant economic rewards, but evolves into a
partnership with a more career-oriented social exchange. In a high-quality LMX relationship
between the leader and follower, obligation concerns mutual responsibility and commitment
to help each other when needed (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), without any anticipation of
immediate payback. The leader and follower also feel an obligation to one another and step in
when their support is needed without having to be asked to do it (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000).

Criticism against the Leader-member exchange theory

Critics argue that there is a lack of a clear definition of LMX, specifically regarding
“exchange”. Therefore, researchers have focused more on the “quality of exchange
relationships”. The lack of clarity has in turn resulted in concepts being mixed up instead of
being clearly separated (Sheer, 2014). Moreover, the methods used to measure LMX have
been criticized by researchers. The criticism is that most of these measurement tools do not
actually capture what the theory demonstrates LMX is about. Critics believe that they do not
measure a mutual exchange between leaders and followers. Instead, the tools often only
measure how good the relationship is perceived to be, without taking into consideration
whether there is an actual exchange or reciprocity in the relationship, which is the core of
LMX theory (Dulebohn et al., 2012). There has also not been a clear definition of what LMX
is intended to measure. Different studies on LMX have measured different aspects, which has
resulted in the results of different studies not always being comparable (Sheer, 2014).

Methodology
Research design

In order to fulfill the purpose of this study and address the research question, a qualitative
research methodology has been used. This approach is considered appropriate as it enables a
deep exploration of the participants’ experiences and perceptions of the studied phenomenon
of leadership. It is suitable as it allows the capturing of detailed insights and experiences
which a quantitative method alone cannot provide (Silverman, 2022). Furthermore, an
abductive approach has been adopted to examine the studied phenomenon. An abductive
research is a combination of the inductive approach, in which the research is based on
existing theories, and the deductive approach, where you through the empirical data generate
your own hypothesis and theory (Bryman, 2018). Thus, combining the two approaches
provides an opportunity to analyze the gathered empirical data through an existing theoretical
framework while also allowing for expanding or revising this framework in response to what
emerges from the findings.



The empirical data was collected through semi-structured interviews, a method that is
well-suited for capturing broad and nuanced empirical data, as qualitative interviews allow
for in-depth responses and insights into the studied phenomenon (Silverman, 2022). This
enabled a gathering of rich empirical data on the interviewees initial experiences of
leadership and their relationship with their manager upon entering the workforce. The method
is useful in creating a comprehensive understanding of the studied topic as it enables the
interviewees to, in their own words, share their experiences and thoughts (Bryman, 2018;
Silverman, 2022).

The setting

To explore the experiences of young employees during their initial period in the workforce,
this study was conducted within the Hospitality sector in Sweden where the sample included
participants from a total of ten companies. According to statistics from Statistics Sweden
(SCB), this sector is particularly common among the younger workforce, with one-third aged
15-24 (Bergstrom & Espinoza, 2024). Certain criteria were established for participation
selection, including current employment within the hospitality sector and a minimum of one
year of experience at their present company. This decision was made to ensure that the
participants had sufficient time to gain relevant insights and were thereby able to reflect on
their experiences during their initial period in the workforce. The study focuses on early
career experiences of young employees, which resulted in another criteria for the
participation selection regarding age. Hence, participants aged 20-30 years were selected, as
this range captures representatives of Generation Z, who currently constitute a significant
share of the young workforce.

Data collection

As previously mentioned, the empirical data have been derived through semi-structured
interviews which were conducted using an interview guide consisting of 5 themes:
leadership, communication and feedback, flexibility and work-life balance, learning and
development and social causes. Quite broad questions such as “How would you describe the
leadership you encountered when you started working at your company?” and “How do you
perceive the opportunities for development within the current company?” was asked,
allowing for an open data collection (Bryman, 2018). It also allowed the identification of
aspects brought up by the interviewees themselves, such as for example transparency and
perceived leader expertise. As Silverman (2022) explains, data collection, analysis and
writing are not mutually exclusive in qualitative research. The interview guide was designed
to explore the experiences of young employees entering the workforce. In addition to this,
questions regarding their initial expectations upon entering the workforce were also included,
with the aim of enabling a broader analytical scope, as such insights were considered
potentially relevant to the study. However, as the analysis of the empirical data was
conducted, the data related to expectations were ultimately not incorporated in the final
outcome as it did not align with the overall focus of the study. The interviews lasted between
35 and 59 minutes and the majority were conducted digitally via Zoom, with one exception
where the interview was held in person. While most of the interviews were conducted in



Swedish, two out of the 26 interviews were carried out in English as this was the preferred
language of the interviewees.

No. Gender Year Born Company Position Field of post-secondary education
1 Male 2001 Company | Front office supervisor None

2 Female 1997 Company 2 Front office agent Communication & media
3 Female 1997 Company 1 Front office supervisor Communication & media
4 Female 2001 Company 3 Front office agent Business

5 Male 2000 Company 4 Front office agent Tourism

6 Male 1999 Company 5 Sales representative None

7 Female 1995 Company 6 Sustainability coordinator Social Sciences

8 Male 1997 Company 5 Financial controller Business

9 Female 2002 Company 6 Story creator None

10 Male 1997 Company 2 Front office agent Religious & youth leadership
11 Male 2004 Company 7 Travel consultant None

12 Male 2002 Company 1 Guest service agent None

13 Female 1997 Company 8 Front office manager Tourism

14 Male 1995 Company 8 Production worker Engineering

15 Female 2005 Company 8 Production worker None

16  Female 1998 Company 1 Sales agent Marketing

17  Female 2003 Company 4 Meeting & event supervisor Tourism

18  Male 2002 Company 4 Front office agent None

19  Female 1999 Company 8 Sous chef None

20  Female 1999 Company 2 Front office agent Business

21 Male 2002 Company 9 Front office agent None

22 Male 1996 Company 5 Revenue management administrator ~ Tourism

23 Female 2001 Company 7 Coordination & technical manager Business

24 Female 1998 Company 7 Holiday change executive None

25 Female 2002 Company 10 Front office supervisor None

26  Female 1997 Company 10 Front office supervisor None

Table 1: Characteristics of interviewed employees

Data analysis

Each semi-structured interview has been recorded and thereafter transcribed manually,
without the use of any software to automate the process. The data analysis was conducted
using the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2013), which is a structured approach based upon the
grounded theory, where concepts are inductively derived from the collected empirical data
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Hence, the coding followed the three step approach explained by
Gioia et al. (2013), building on 1st order concepts, 2nd order themes and aggregate
dimensions. Initially, a large number of 1st order concepts were derived from the empirical
data, remaining faithful to the terminology used by the interviewees, particularly focusing on
their experiences and perceptions of leadership. In this phase of the coding, no attempt to
categorize according to patterns was made, which is one factor contributing to the large
amount of codes at this level, as Gioia et al. (2013) explains. Once this stage of coding was
completed, a search for similarities and patterns among the codes was conducted, ultimately
grouping them into broader 2nd order themes that reflected the interviewees’ insights into
leadership in the workplace. Given the large number of codes, a prioritization and sorting
process was undertaken to identify patterns most relevant to the area of research. From these
2nd order themes, which were reduced to 10 codes, a further categorization was conducted
which resulted in three overarching aggregated dimensions: leadership characteristics, leader
and employee dynamics and organizational structure and boundaries. Following this three
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step analysis of the empirical data, a visual representation of the data was created by the
formation of a data structure (Gioia et al., 2013).

1¥ Order Concepts 2" Order Themes Aggregated Dimension

Manager takes initiative and steps in during conflicts
Reception of greater responsibility from the manager upon request .

. . Employee and manager initiative and drive
Managers are not proactive in fostering development and growth

Manager asked about interests and arranged relevant training

Managers have trust in the employees

Positive impacts of having a personal relationship with the manager . X
. Trust-based and personal relationship
Feels safe talking to the manager

Difficulty discussing issues due to a close relationship with the manager
Leader-employee dynamics

Misinterpretations when communicating with the manager
The manager receives feedback well o . X

o o Communication clarity and alignment
Communicating feedback on a group level rather than individually

Clear communication and information being shared

Everyone is treated equally by the managers
The manager shows favoritism . .

. . e Fairness in employee treatment
Promotions and increased responsibility are based on competence

Employees with a close relationship to the manager gets promoted

Table 2: Example of the data structure following the Gioia method (2013).

Ethical reflections and limitations

The collected data has been anonymized and handled in accordance with the privacy
regulations set by the University of Gothenburg (2025). Prior to the interviews, informed
consent was obtained from the interviewees as they were sent a document regarding the
processing of personal data and consent to participate, which they were encouraged to read
through carefully and sign. This document outlined, among other things, the purpose of the
study and the participants’ right to withdraw at any time. At the start of the interviews, the
participants were reminded of their anonymity throughout the study, the purpose of the
research as well as their role in it. The confidentiality of the participants was ensured by not
including any identifiable information in the final report and all data, including the interview
recordings, was securely stored and subsequently deleted upon completing the study.

The study has been restricted to the employee perspective. Hence, not including the
interviewees’ managers could be viewed as a limitation. As the study aims to investigate how
the relationship between the employee and the manager shapes the experience of the
employees during their entry into the workforce, the absence of the managers’ perspective
results in the findings being based solely on one side of the relationship. This may limit the
study’s ability to fully capture the dynamics of the leader-member exchange. However,
focusing on the employee perspective remains highly relevant. Exploring their perceptions of
the relationship can help in uncovering both strengths and shortcomings in the leadership,
which can be important to address in order to avoid dissatisfaction and employee turnover.

Empirical findings

Leadership characteristics

The interviewees describe varying perceived experiences related to the characteristics of the
leaders they have encountered upon entering the workforce. Despite these differences, there
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is a consensus among the interviewees that the traits and approaches of the leader have
influenced how they have perceived and experienced their integration into the workplace.

Leadership accessibility and support

For many interviewees, their initial period in the workforce is shaped by the presence of a
supportive, engaged and accessible manager, whereas some interviewees explain that they
have encountered a more absent and less supportive leader. The majority of the interviewees
describe their manager as someone who listens, values their ideas and pays attention to their
needs. I1 states that “You just have to keep going, you have someone backing you up.” when
talking about his manager, capturing the feeling of reassurance. Other interviewees describe
their managers as very understanding and supportive, creating an environment where
mistakes are allowed to happen as part of the employees’ learning process.

“She let us make mistakes, which was very good. She wasn’t so picky about doing this
and that, but she let us make mistakes so that we could then learn from that mistake
ourselves, or she could come in and say that you did this, maybe you can do it in this way
instead.” - 120

Several interviewees mention how their managers quickly get involved in problems and
describe how they have stepped in in situations that have been perceived as threatful,
providing a sense of security and reassurance. This responsiveness by the managers is closely
related to an overall openness toward feedback. Many interviewees explain how their
managers are welcoming input from the employees and that they are willing to engage in
conversations to improve the work environment, something perceived as positive by these
interviewees. 17 captures this, stating “My leader now is very receptive to all types of
feedback and we can have very, very open discussions about what works or doesn’t work”.

In contrast to these positive experiences, other interviewees share encounters with managers
who are very unsupportive. 12 notes that “If we say that we’re having a bad day, then we
can’t have that dialogue with our boss or anyone else because we’re just going to yeah, let it
go.”. Others describe feeling unseen or unappreciated by their managers, creating the sense
that the managers are distancing themselves from the employees. Several interviewees also
express frustration in relation to how their managers handle feedback. For some of the
interviewees it requires repeating the same message several times in order for the manager to
listen, and that in certain cases evidence has to be presented in order to obtain the manager’s
attention. One interviewee shares that her manager often dismisses her feedback by instead
responding with critical feedback to her, making having open conversations difficult.

Several interviewees describe their managers as accessible, often sharing workspace which
facilitates easy access when support is needed. The aspect of accessibility also extends
beyond working hours, as I1 states that “The managers actually have 8 to 5 on weekdays, but
they answer emails no matter what time of day.”. This accessibility of the managers is
highlighted as important by many interviewees as it enables effective and easy
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communication, fostering a supportive and open environment. Even interviewees whose
managers are located in other cities emphasize that they are still easily reachable when
needed, despite the physical distance. In contrast, some interviewees describe their managers
as less accessible, with interactions with their managers being minimal. Other interviewees
note that their manager tends to distance themselves from the employees. One interviewee
describes how, despite the manager’s office being closely located, they kept their door closed
and signaling not wanting to be disturbed by the employees. In line with this, some
interviewees express a desire for a stronger presence by their managers in the workplace,
especially during periods of higher workloads to ensure support and accessibility when
needed.

Leader adaptability

Another area that several interviewees mention regards the leader’s adaptability and ability to
tailor its leadership approach, where the interviewees express that they have experienced both
high and low degrees of adaptability. Several interviewees emphasize their experience with
good leadership being characterized by adaptability and balance, describing their leaders as
someone who adapts in response to the employees needs and desired outcome. Moreover,
some interviewees express their leaders’ abilities to be both personal and professional,
allowing for communication about work-related matters and personal- related matters. The
experiences several interviewees describe emphasize how the managers maintain a good
balance between being professional and personal, enabling the employees to be
acknowledged as individuals, while respecting managerial boundaries.

In contrast, several interviewees describe experiences with managers who are perceived as
less adaptable. Valuing performance over employee well-being and caring more about the
individual self than the team are experiences which some interviewees mention, which does
not foster a safe and collaborative environment. In addition to these concerns regarding a
performance-driven leadership approach, some interviewees express how the nature of their
relationship with their manager is perceived to influence their experiences. A more friendly
and close personal relationship with the manager is in some cases described by the
interviewees as having a negative impact, for example by reducing the focus on work related
goals or making it more difficult to raise complaints and desires with the manager. One
interviewee shares that a previous, older manager demonstrated a more traditional and
inflexible leadership style, which conflicted with her own perspectives and created tension
between them.

Common among many interviewees is the emphasis on the importance of a leader who can
maintain a good balance between the personal and professional, while also being adaptive
and responsive. For instance, 13 notes that “Leaders should be able to be more like a regular
colleague and not just a boss.”. Several interviewees further stress the value of managers
developing a better understanding of the employees and their individual needs. Finding an
intermediate position when leading diverse teams with different types of people, even though
challenging, is important to many interviewees. In line with this, one interviewee highlights
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that the ideal manager is someone who finds a balance between being strict and
compassionate, demonstrating both empathy and being able to provide clarity when needed.

“I think that the ultimate manager is someone who can mix both this soft, being able to
talk about things and enjoy themselves, but also getting their employees to achieve their
goals” - 111

Perceived leader expertise

There is a relatively shared perception among the interviewees in terms of the manager’s
knowledge about the employees’ work-tasks. Several interviewees express that their
managers possess expertise within the employees specific area of work. One interviewee
explains how her previous manager facilitated the onboarding process by effectively teaching
taks, enabling employees to smoothly integrate into their roles and making them feel seen and
valued. Additionally, some interviewees emphasise that their current managers have a strong
understanding of their tasks, often as the managers have previously held the same positions,
creating a sense of mutual understanding. However, the interviewees also highlight variations
in their managers expertise, where some note that their managers possess strong knowledge
regarding leadership and organizational matters but less expertise in terms of the employees’
area of work, making it more difficult for them to relate to the concerns of the employees.
Some interviewees describe how their manager’s lack of knowledge negatively affects
guidance, resulting in seeking help from other colleagues instead of their manager. This is
noted by 126 who states that “I don’t think I learned anything from my manager really, 1
learned from other colleagues. It didn’t take long before my manager asked me questions,
because she didn’t know what to do”, when describing one of her managers. Other
interviewees describe how the lack of knowledge from the manager has resulted in the
employees needing to do the manager’s work in addition to their own, leading to frustration
and stress. Conversely, some interviewees describe their managers to be superior within the
working area, although lacking leadership skills.

Another important aspect several interviewees highlight regards the manager's ability to
effectively support and train new colleagues. They mention that when managers lack
sufficient knowledge, important information may be overlooked, leading to the employees
having to take on additional tasks and do other’s work on top of their own responsibilities.
Some mention that this influences the confidence in their leaders. Accordingly, several
interviewees express a desire for their managers to have deeper knowledge regarding the
daily tasks, to more easily be able to seek guidance and share ideas.

“That they can step down and do your job, because if they can't do your job, why should
you trust them to guide you in it as well. You have to know all the parts and then you
have to be willing to do all the parts as a leader.” - 123

Several interviewees emphasize the need for more involved leaders whose expertise helps
earn trust and respect among the employees. 123 reflects on the common expectation that the
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manager “knows best” due to their experience, although mentions that this is not always the
case. She describes a situation in which a problem occurred and she proposed a potential
explanation but in which her input was initially disregarded, as the manager believed there
was an alternative cause. However, she continues to explain that it was later confirmed that
her explanation was correct, which led to frustration.

Transparency

Another frequently mentioned aspect among the interviewees upon entering the workplace is
the transparency demonstrated by managers. Several interviewees emphasize the importance
of honesty and describe an open workplace climate with room for dialogue and open
discussions. According to one interviewee, he receives the information needed from his
manager to perform his tasks in an effective way. That the managers are transparent and
receptive is commonly seen as a contributing factor in creating clarity and a foundation in
building the relationship with the manager. One interviewee explains that he appreciates his
manager’s ability to keep the employees informed, as opposed to a previous manager within
the company who often withheld important information to himself, resulting in confusion and
uncertainty, which led to frustration. Moreover, as 19 states, “Transparency does not mean
saying everything to everyone all the time.”.

The interviewees generally agree that transparency from their managers has a positive
influence on them. Although, many of them describe situations where a lack of transparency
from their managers has led to decreased motivation and frustration. One interviewee
explains that she has encountered managers lacking the ability to communicate crucial
information, making her workday longer and less effective due to not having the correct
information from the start. She continues by noting that she had to drag the information out
of her manager, which she felt had a negative impact on her overall experience and
motivation. Recurring examples among the interviewees include a lack of dialogue regarding
decision-making, managers withholding information and insufficient information and clarity.
As 18 states “It is not fun to work when the reasons behind tasks are unclear”. Two of the
interviewees describe being promised promotions by their managers, but that these promises
were not followed through, leaving them feeling deceived and misled. One of the two even
mentions that it made him reduce his working hours and look for other opportunities. Both
interviewees express that this led to a decrease in motivation and engagement.

“I thought that was really wrong. Because I would have hoped, I didn't get a clear reason
why, but I would have hoped that as a leader, she would have told me a few months
earlier that I wasn’t quite where they had hoped I would be. And that she would have
explained how they could guide me to get where they wanted me to be and where I could
actually get. I didn’t get any guidance at all.” - 118

Similarly, one interviewee highlights a lack of transparency in communication from her
manager, regarding her work responsibilities which changed without prior notice. She
explains that although she had been hired in an administrative role, upon entering the
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workplace she was frequently scheduled to work in the reception, something her manager had
not communicated beforehand. This resulted in her working overtime to be able to get all her
administrative responsibilities done and thereby feeling exhausted and unmotivated. She
explains that this situation was largely due to understaffing and poor leadership, ultimately
leaving her to carry the consequences of her manager’s actions, which led her to consider
leaving the organization.

Leader-employee dynamics

In line with the interviewees’ diverse perceived experiences of leadership traits, the dynamics
between the employees and the leaders also vary. These dynamics are not one-sided and
solely shaped by the manager’s abilities, but are formed through a mutual process in which
communication, trust, initiative and fairness play a central role.

Employee and manager initiative and drive

One of the most emphasized aspects of the manager-employee dynamic concerns who takes
the initiative and responsibility for driving the employee’s professional development. For the
majority of the interviewees, this aspect of the relationship is considered important, as it
influences their perception of the manager. The experiences upon entering the workforce are
twofold. While several of the interviewees have encountered managers with strong drive and
passion for employee development, others have faced managers lacking initiative and
motivation for employee growth. Several interviewees describe how their managers offer and
initiate learning through training, that they clearly communicate available development
opportunities and gradually delegate larger responsibilities. In addition to this, some
interviewees even describe that their managers support them in preparing for promotions.
These are all actions perceived as positively influencing them and their motivation, ultimately
signaling a genuine interest in their professional and personal growth.

“Just having the opportunity to see all the different training options and attend various
sessions makes you think about what you want to learn. It is really something that
increases the motivation, especially since you get to choose a bit for yourself.” - I11

Several interviewees highlight the managers’ involvement in their professional development
as a positive factor, as it contributes to a larger incentive to stay within the company,
enhanced collaboration and being challenged. One interviewee mentions that his manager
supports him in finding new development opportunities and that she even helped him look for
a new position when he expressed that he wanted to transfer positions within the company.
Moreover, another interviewee describes having experienced two different managers upon
entering the workplace, whose contrasting leadership approaches impacted her experience.
The first manager lacked initiative and structure, she felt unsupported as there was no
development plan and was left alone without any consideration for her feelings. In contrast,
her current manager brought clarity and direction and a much-needed shift in the dynamics,
making her feel valued, both personally and professionally. Through this shift in leadership,
the collaboration and relationship was significantly improved. Other interviewees describe a
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culture where their managers believe in the employees and that they must be given
opportunities to grow. One interviewee further explains that involvement from his manager is
important but that it also motivates him to be allowed the freedom to take initiative on his
own.

Moreover, these feelings of satisfaction are not shared by all interviewees. Many describe an
absent manager, who is not prioritizing or caring about its employees and their growth.
Rather, they mention that there is a lack of drive for employee development, limited or no
growth opportunities and insufficiency from the manager in following up on feedback given
regarding learning opportunities. These are all actions described as negatively influencing
their initial experiences. As 114 notes, “Here they think the experience I have is enough for
the role so I didn’t get more training.”. When discussing this he mentions that he would like
to learn and get more experience, but that he is not given the opportunity by his manager. In
the absence of an initiative-taking manager, many interviewees describe that they must
initiate their own development in order to achieve the desired professional growth and
knowledge. One of these interviewees mentions that she asked her manager for approval to
register for courses and although the manager expressed an intention to follow up, no further
action was taken. She continues to explain that the managers’ lack of attention paid to her
development affected her negatively, as she did not feel supported and cared for. This
example aligns with other interviewees perceptions that a lack of attention and care from the
manager negatively influence their motivation and willingness to make an extra effort.
Similarly, another interviewee explains how the responsibility to enroll in seminars or
trainings most often falls on the employees themselves. However, she mentions that in some
situations her manager recommends suitable courses as well, which she appreciates as it
makes her feel seen.

Trust-based and personal relationship

There are relatively shared experiences in terms of trust, safety and the personal relationship
between the employee and the manager. Several interviewees express having a more personal
and friendly relationship with their manager, since they are able to have conversations with
their managers about their personal life. This personal relationship is described by the
interviewees as a contributing factor to more open communication and improved job
satisfaction. One interviewee explains she currently has an open communication with her
manager, although felt less comfortable being open in the beginning of her employment.
Additionally, some interviewees also highlight that performance appraisals and regular
meetings with the manager fosters a closer and more personal relationship.

“It became so much easier and simpler when it was once a week to gather all such
questions and sit down for an hour and talk to your manager. Being able to say that next
week [ will be away on this day, instead of maybe sending an email or writing, it became
very relaxed and made me build a completely different relationship with my manager
than I had in previous workplaces.” - 123
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However, not all interviewees share this similar experience of a more personal relationship.
Some mention that they do not have conversations about their personal life with their
managers, although, would like to do so. According to some interviewees, constraints on
building a closer relationship with the manager is due to frequent changes in management
during a short period of time. Moreover, some interviewees highlight that a personal
relationship with their managers can have consequences. For example, one interviewee
expresses that the friendly dynamic with her manager hinders drawing a clear line between
the roles of manager and employee, resulting in difficulties when addressing desires and
complaints. Another aspect mentioned is the effect on goal orientation. As 111 states “It’s a
bit easy when you’re very personal and open that maybe the focus on goals and how to get
better maybe falls a little behind”.

Several interviewees express that they have trust and confidence in their manager and one
interviewee explains that the confidence in her manager was built up over time. A number of
interviewees mention that the manager has trust in the employees, providing them with
freedom and flexibility in work tasks to enhance creativity. On the other hand, other
interviewees express experiencing insecurity, no psychological safety with their managers,
moreover, having low trust in them. For example, one interviewee described feeling insecure
with one of her managers, although was able to receive support from one of her other
manager’s in the organization. Other interviewees describe a general lack of trust from their
managers, with difficulties in fully trusting the employees, affecting their motivation and
engagement at the workplace.

Communication clarity and alignment

The quality of the communication between the manager and the employee is another critical
aspect of the manager-employee dynamics. From the interviewees it becomes evident that a
clear and responsive communication can enhance motivation and the relationship between the
manager and the employees. In contrast, several interviewees express that vagueness and lack
of effort directed towards the communication tend to create uncertainty and in some cases
lead to frustration. Many interviewees mention that in person communication with their
manager, as opposed to digital communication, leads to fewer misunderstandings, as it
becomes easier to interpret one another. As 17, who has a manager located in another city,
states, “For me, neither the relationship nor the communication works if we never meet in
person, as relying only on emails and phone calls easily leads to misunderstandings.”. Adding
to this, one interviewee describes that the frequent use of digital communication with his
manager makes his work more difficult and less enjoyable. Several interviewees mention that
an improved overall communication with their managers would most likely result in less
misinterpretations and an improved efficiency and satisfaction. Moreover, they further
explain that these misunderstandings may also depend on differences in communication
styles.

“I would say that we have slightly different ways of communicating, and we don’t always
fully understand each other. When I share something I’ve felt, it seems like she doesn’t
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quite understand my issue, and vice versa, sometimes I don’t fully understand how she
thinks. So, I would say there’s a gap between us in how we communicate.” - I8

When discussing communication, another aspect emphasized by the interviewees is the
importance of two-way communication and that the manager listens and also responds to its
employees. Several interviewees highlight that they have encountered managers with strong
abilities to acknowledge and address feedback given to them. One interviewee explains that
this behavior from his manager results in a positive atmosphere and in line with this, 111
notes, “Motivation increases when you have a leader you can trust and feel comfortable going
into meetings with.”.

Furthermore, a number of interviewees describe insufficient communication and lack of
responsiveness from their managers. One interviewee explains that she encountered a
manager with what she describes as completely disastrous communications. She explains that
her manager, along with other managers within the company, do not listen to the employees
at all. She further explains that this lack of responsiveness and insufficient communication
negatively affects her motivation and engagement, as it makes her feel as though she and her
colleagues are merely functioning as working bees. Furthermore, some interviewees also
mention communication and feedback from their manager occur at a group level rather than
being individualized. According to one interviewee, this type of communication makes it feel
impersonal.

“I remember, for example, that the Finnish manager would post reminders in our group,
saying things like remember this and that. And then I, along with everyone else reading it,
knew it was directed at me. Why not talk to me directly? I thought, are you too scared to
do that? and ended up walking around upset, instead of taking it in the way [ might have
if she had addressed it with me directly.” - 16

The consequences of insufficient or one-way communication is further mentioned by other
interviewees and many also touch upon the manager-employee relationship when discussing
the communication. As [7 explains, “I felt that with my previous manager, there was
sometimes a lack of communication, and she would often cancel meetings at the last minute,
which created a feeling of not being important.”. The perception that communication is
merely a formality is another experience among the interviewees, describing that their
managers lack genuine interest in the employees well-being, which is found as unfortunate.

Fairness in employee treatment

The majority of the interviewees express that they have encountered an equal treatment by
their manager when entering the workforce. Conversely, some describe situations where the
leadership has not been inclusive and fair. According to several of the interviewees, decisions
regarding promotions are not based on factors such as age, gender or ethnicity but rather on
knowledge and expertise. They highlight that the managers actively work with ensuring fair
processes, as 17 states it, “So that the right person ends up in the right position”. However, in
some cases, unequal treatment in the form of favoritism and preferential treatment of
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employees have been encountered. One interviewee explains such experience and mentions
that it negatively has influenced his engagement and motivation at work, as he felt
unimportant and overlooked. These preferential behaviors by managers is something that
several interviewees mention as impacting not only their daily work satisfaction but also
actions which diminish their trust in their managers.

“We see clear differences. When we, as regular employees, try to call the manager, it is
very difficult to get in touch with her. But if her daughter calls, perhaps on a private
number, she gets help immediately. That clearly reflects poor leadership.” - 118

An aspect mentioned among the interviewees is that a close relationship with the manager has
been key to gaining more responsibility or a promotion. Several other interviewees also
reflected on how employees at their workplaces are not all addressed in the same manner by
the manager. In particular, one interviewee explains not always being taken seriously by
coworkers due to being female and relatively young. When this issue was raised with the
manager, it was joked about rather than being addressed properly and taken action upon.

A number of interviewees experience some instances of unequal treatment, while most
interviewees commonly perceive their workplaces and managers as inclusive and believe that
employees are treated equally. 113 highlights this when discussing her sexual orientation and
stating, “I am homosexual and I have never felt that it has mattered”. Similarly, other
interviewees express that the manager generally addresses issues of discrimination
effectively. Although, in certain cases, discussions following an incident of discrimination
does not ascend to the managerial level, rather remaining on the employee level. The
treatment from the managers is mostly regarded as fair, with nationality or identity not
affecting how individuals are treated or the opportunities they receive. As 117 states,
“Whether I talk to Erik from Ethiopia or Filippa from Sweden, everyone treats everyone
equally, and so does the manager. I think they handle that very well.”.

Organizational structure and boundaries

Besides the manager’s characteristics and the leader-employee dynamics, the organizational
structure and the level of autonomy within the interviewees workplaces are highlighted as
factors influencing their experience of entering the organizations. As in previous sections, the
perceptions and experiences vary, including both positive and negative aspects.
Organizational structure and autonomy

Another theme which several interviewees highlight concerns the perceived organizational
structure and how it influences the relationship with the managers. The majority describe that
they experience a substantial degree of autonomy, flexibility and responsibility in their roles,
conditions which generally are perceived by the interviewees as positive. Although certain
processes need to be followed, many interviewees emphasise that they are offered the
opportunity to independently determine how to carry out and communicate regarding certain
tasks. Others reflect on having been entrusted by their managers with great responsibility,
despite initially facing a more strict and directive leadership approach, which is perceived as
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positive. In addition, flexibility in the work tasks is something which several interviewees
note as important for their motivation, with one underscoring the importance of
communication within the team in facilitating this autonomy.

“In terms of work, the tasks also allow you to organize and prioritize a little bit as you
want, which is good. It’s really just up to the communication with the team, so it’s very
free in that way” - 122

Moreover, one interviewee emphasizes that while tasks are mostly pre-determined, some
variation is possible as responsibilities are distributed collaboratively among colleagues. In a
similar vein, another interviewee highlights that task allocation by the manager is influenced
by individual interests, allowing for a higher degree of flexibility. Additionally, one
interviewee describes the organizational structure as relatively flat, which is a contributing
factor in fostering a closer and more personal relationship with the manager, something
perceived as positive.

In contrast to the autonomy and flexibility described by many, several interviewees
emphasize structural constraints within the organization influencing these aspects. Many
interviewees describe their work as repetitive with processes that are inflexible, making it
challenging to introduce new ideas or improvements. 116 reflects on these constraints, statint
“Certain things that you want to improve or change may not have really gone through very
easily, because the managers themselves don’t manage to take it further” and further mention
that it contributes to a feeling of stagnation. Some interviewees also mention experiencing
top-down governance and another one expresses that the organization is hierarchically
governed, with managers using a more strict leadership style that diminishes opportunities for
open communications and dialogue. One interviewee shares the feelings of frustration and
irritation when his manager interferes in minor tasks, perceiving it as a lack of trust from the
manager. Similarly, one interviewee perceives the managers’ systematic documentation of
tasks as negative and controlling, in some cases resulting in feelings of pressure and being
monitored. At times, several interviewees mention that these structural aspects may create a
sense of distance to the manager. However, one interviewee notes that while the environment
initially felt hierarchical, this perception was reduced over time, which resulted in a more
open and inclusive atmosphere.

Blurred boundary between work and personal time

The perception of the boundary between work and personal life is another frequently
discussed aspect among the interviewees. Many emphasize the importance of maintaining a
good balance and mention the managers’ role in this as meaningful. At the same time, several
of the interviewees describe that they experience challenges in disconnecting from work and
that the boundary sometimes is difficult to uphold. Many interviewees express positive
experiences of work-life balance upon entering the workplace, often supported by leadership
that respects personal time as well as autonomy and clear routines. For some employees, the
boundary between work and personal time is clear. They are able to leave the work behind
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when leaving the workplace, allowing for relaxation and recovery outside of working hours.
Periods where the workload is heavier can also lead to the blurring of the boundary between
work and personal time, causing stress and reduced concentration which impacts their
personal life. When entering a new position, the impact of work on the personal life may also
be significant. I1 states, “During my initial period as a supervisor, I felt more tied up, I felt
somewhat disconnected from friends and family. But that’s something I’ve rebuilt over time.
So at this point, things are good.”. Although he did not discuss this with his manager at the
time, he mentions that he would feel comfortable doing so if needed.

An increased flexibility and opportunities to work from home is seen by the interviewees as
both a factor which facilitates a better work-life balance, but also something that contributes
to the blurring of the boundary between the two, as the pressure of availability may increase.
According to one interviewee, the manager can either support or undermine in situations
regarding this.

“Before, even though I worked full-time, I was expected to be available around the clock
for my manager, to always be reachable, my phone should always be on. But my new
manager said no. You work your hours, and if it’s a crisis, crisis, crisis, they have my
private number, but then it really has to be a crisis, crisis, crisis, crisis. And that made a
big difference in terms of workload, having a manager who tells me I don’t need to be
available 24/7. So yeah, there were major differences.” - 113

Building on this, several interviewees mention experiencing expectations from their
managers to remain constantly available, which has made it more difficult to disconnect and
relax outside of working hours. One interviewee describes how this contributes to internal
stress, noting that even though her manager is not explicitly putting pressure on her to be
informed and up to date outside of working hours, such behavior is highly valued.
Interestingly, she also explains that her manager urges her to log off when her shift ends in
order to maintain a good work-life balance, an experience highlighted by another interviewee
as well. Both reflect on the pressure of availability and note that it may be self-imposed due
to personal ambition. However, several interviewees mention the inability to disconnect from
work due to high workloads exceeding set working hours. Continuing on the topic, another
interviewee mentions that she worked more than required in order to make a strong
impression and to prove herself to her manager and demonstrate her value. Moreover, one
interviewee shares that despite raising concerns with his manager about being contacted by
his colleagues outside of working hours, no action has been taken to resolve the issue.

Analysis

First dimension: Respect

Respect in the LMX relationship centers around the leader’s and follower’s mutual
acknowledgement of each other’s competences and capabilities (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000; Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995). The empirical data shows that many interviewees have experienced this
respect when entering the workforce, describing their managers as attentive, clear
communicators, receptive to feedback and adaptive to individual needs. Such behavior fosters
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both the sense of being seen and valued, aspects which can be seen as crucial in integrating
young employees in the workforce as they are navigating uncertainty in a new work
environment, influencing job satisfaction and motivation positively. However, some
interviewees also describe experiences that contrast this perception, mentioning managers
who are unreceptive to feedback, dismissive of inputs and who require messages to be
repeated in order for them to listen. These are all actions perceived as negatively influencing
the experiences of the interviewees. When behaviors such as this occur, it can signal a lack of
respect from the manager as it can be understood as undermining the employees’ perceived
competencies. This varying degree of respect that has been established in the empirical data
and its influences, illustrates how important the development of mutual respect is in early
stages of relational development. Many interviewees also emphasize the importance of
two-way communication which aligns with the mutuality aspect of LMX (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995), where managers actively acknowledge employee input. This dynamic can be seen as
contributing to the employee's sense of belonging and contribution in their new role,
enhancing their satisfaction and motivation. From an LMX perspective, it reflects the
manager valuing the employees’ competence (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000), characterizing a
higher-quality LMX relationship defined by mutual respect (Loi et al., 2009), moving beyond
the contractual nature of the initial stranger phase (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Transparency emerges as another central theme in the empirical data, related to respect and
also communication. Managers who share necessary information and foster an open dialogue
demonstrate respect for the employees’ decision-making abilities and competencies, which
can be seen to reinforce young employees’ feelings of being respected and empowered by
their managers. It hence reflects a mutual respect, as the managers treat the employees as
capable professionals (Uhl-Bien et al.,, 2000). Conversely, when managers withhold
information or fail to deliver on promises made, it signals a lack of transparency, leading to
feelings of deception and mistrust among the interviewees. Such behaviors can be understood
as contributing to the maintenance of low-quality LMX relationships and obstructing a
greater social exchange (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). Ultimately, these
actions by managers can be viewed as not only hindering the progression of the
leader-member relationship, but also limiting the employees’ integration and commitment to
the organization during their initial period in the workforce. Thus, transparency, or the lack
thereof, is a crucial aspect as it may influence the quality of the dyadic relationship, affecting
the perception of mutual respect. This reasoning also aligns with the reflection of Dulebohn
et al,, (2012) that the leader’s behaviors affect the relationship between the leader and the
follower.

Several interviewees also highlight that when encountering managers with professional
expertise and knowledge of the employees work tasks, they have developed a greater respect
for their leaders as they have the competencies to offer relevant guidance. For young
employees, this expertise and guidance can help them navigate new tasks and potential
uncertainty in the early stages of their career, contributing to their integration into the
workforce. It also minimizes misunderstandings between the manager and employee through
fostering clearer communication. This aligns with the mutuality aspect of the LMX theory,
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which emphasises that professional respect is developed through reciprocal recognition, and
signals a shared commitment to the relationship and set goals, both which are essential
components in building a high-quality LMX relationship (Loi et al., 2009). In contrast, when
managers lack expertise, interviewees mention that it has led to feelings of frustration,
reduced motivation and also a reduced sense of respect for their managers. Through the lens
of the LMX theory, this lack of professional respect from the employees can in turn hinder
the development of the relationship. When open communication and mutual commitment is
not developed, the relationship remains within the earlier, low-quality phase (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). A stagnation such as this may be seen as diminishing
the employees’ sense of inclusion and development, thereby also influencing how they
perceive the leadership during their entry into the workforce.

Moreover, upon entering the workforce, several interviewees describe experiencing unequal
treatment where managers favour some individuals over others and mention how this is
perceived as negative. These actions by the managers can be understood by the in- and
out-group concept in the VDL-model (Dansereau, Graen & Haga, 1975), as the managers
show a larger commitment and invest more resources in some relationships than others.
Being categorized in the out-group may for young employees in the early stages of their
careers lead to feelings such as exclusion and uncertainty, which in turn can influence their
motivation and engagement in a negative manner. This unequal treatment also reflects a lack
of respect for some individuals’ competencies (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), hindering their
ability to build stronger and high-qualitative LMX relationships with their managers. This is
something that can be considered as crucial for the integration and professional development
during the initial period in the workplace. Consequently, the managers’ limited commitment
to fostering a deeper partnership with the employees perceived to be in the out-group may
restrict both the development of mutual respect and the progression of the relationship
towards the maturity phase (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Second dimension: Trust

In addition to respect, a significant factor in developing high-quality LMX relationships is
also building mutual trust (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The empirical data illustrates that trust
is a central and important aspect, as several interviewees express experiences related to this
upon entering the workforce. Trust is something which can be developed through actions
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). This is in the empirical data demonstrated by managers who quickly
get involved in problems and stepping in in situations perceived as threatful, showing that
they actively support and trust their employees. Moreover, these actions also illustrate that the
employees experience managers who are helpful and supportive, going beyond what has been
agreed upon. Thus, they are actively contributing to the development of a high-quality LMX
relationship (Dulebohn et al., 2012) and building a foundation to progress from the stranger
phase (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). This can be seen as an early effort by the managers to
foster trust, establishing a basis for the development of the relationship and ultimately
facilitating the integration of young employees.
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Several interviewees report being able to engage in more private and personal conversations
with their managers. Their ability to discuss topics beyond work-related matters suggests
them having trust in their manager. By experiencing psychological safety in terms of opening
up to the manager, employees may find it easier to express challenges and ask for support,
facilitating the integration of new young employees into the workplace. In turn, this is a
contributing factor in creating high-quality LMX relationships (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
Moreover, even interviewees who are unable to engage in personal conversations with their
managers express a desire to do so. This can be seen as a lack of reciprocal commitment from
the manager to further deepen the relationship beyond formal work interactions, indicating an
absence of mutuality, as the motivation to strengthen the relationship can be seen to come
solely from the employee (Loi et al., 2009).

Several interviewees also express that their managers demonstrate trust by granting freedom
and flexibility in their work tasks. At the same time, the mutual nature of trust is also
reflected by the interviewees themselves as they take on personal responsibility at work,
reinforcing their manager’s trust in them. The delegation of extended responsibility signals
the managers’ confidence in the employees, fostering a climate of mutual trust where the
employees are motivated to not betray that trust. This autonomy also aligns with what is
characterized as high-quality LMX relationships (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000), which may foster
greater engagement and commitment to the organization among the young employees’,
positively influencing their experiences in the organization. Conversely, other interviewees
express feeling insecure due to lower degrees of trust from their managers. For young
employees, this lack of trust can be seen as disadvantageous as it may enhance feelings of
insecurity during an influential period of their professional development. This can also be
understood as a barrier which, according to LMX theory, hinders the progression of the
relationship beyond the initial stranger phase, signaling low-quality exchanges (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). The lack of trust and consequently stagnation in the relationship may result
in feelings of self-doubt and undermining the employees confidence, things that can directly
influence motivation and commitment. One interviewee describes a manager unreceptive to
feedback who responds with criticism, which can be seen as using manipulation tactics to
undermine employee confidence and hence hindering the progression of the relationship
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). Another interviewee notes managerial interference in minor tasks,
leading to irritation and frustration, signaling distrust. In addition, repeated requests for
attention from the manager as well as demands of proof further indicates a controlling
environment as well as dynamic between the managers and employees, typical for
low-quality LMX relationships where there is lack of recognition and mutual trust (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). These examples illustrate how the lack of mutual trust both diminishes
employee motivation and hinders the progression towards a more transformational leadership
approach and mature relationship.

Furthermore, in line with what was mentioned regarding the managers’ lack of expertise in
the work area, when the manager is not perceived to have sufficient competence or expertise,
it can also undermine the employee’s trust in the manager’s ability to lead, support and make
informed decisions. Hence, it becomes more difficult for the employee to turn to the manager
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when needed, potentially creating a distance and uncertainty which may affect the
development of the relationship. This lack of trust is in the LMX theory explained as a
contributing factor in creating a low-quality LMX relationship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
Adding to this, Uhl-Bien et al., (2000) argue that trust cannot be developed in an environment
where there is betrayal. This is reflected in the empirical data, for example through an
interviewee whose manager approved her taking courses for professional development,
although the promise was never fulfilled, something which she experienced as negative and
frustrating. This illustrates how breaking a promise can undermine trust, negatively affecting
motivation, engagement and the potential for the relationship to further develop. Moreover,
the fact that managers do not follow up on performance and provide feedback, as experienced
by several interviewees, can be interpreted as a lack of commitment from the leaders (Loi et
al., 2009). This behavior is exemplified in the empirical data as some employees report a lack
of recognition and that uncertainties arise about what is expected from them. The lack of
communication from the manager can thus create a sense of distance and disengagement
between the manager and employee. These consequences negatively affect the quality of the
relationship (Dulebohn et al., 2012), ultimately hindering its progress towards a greater social
exchange (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Third dimension: Obligation

The dimension of obligation in the LMX relationship refers to a mutual and evolving sense of
commitment and responsibility between the leader and the follower, where both parties
support each other and hold mutual obligations towards one another (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995; Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). This sense of mutual obligation can be especially important for
young employees entering the workforce, as it may help reduce uncertainty in a critical stage
of their career development. From the empirical data, variations in the degree of obligation
within the manager-employee relationships can be found. Several interviewees describe
managers who go beyond the basic obligations of the contractual agreement in the stranger
phase (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), offering support such as helping in preparing for
promotions even when it does not directly benefit the managers themselves. This behavior
exemplifies a high-quality LMX relationship, characterized by commitment, a strong sense of
obligation and an investment without the expectation of immediate payback (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). This can be understood as strengthening the young employees’ trust and
motivation as managers are signaling that their development and contributions are valued,
beyond immediate gain for the organization. Moreover, one interviewee expressed an internal
pressure to be informed and up to date outside of working hours, despite this not being
formally required, suggesting that young employees may internalize obligations as a way to
maintain strong and positive relational dynamics. However, as expressed by some
interviewees, it also risks blurring work-life boundaries. This illustrates how a strong sense of
obligation manifests not only through explicit managerial support but also through the
employees’ own efforts made to sustain the leader-member relationship, aligning with the
mutuality aspect of LMX (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

In contrast, some interviewees describe managers who remain within the boundaries of the
formal responsibilities, showing limited willingness to go beyond expectations. For instance,
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when employees express desires for further development but receive no support, it suggests
that the managers are merely meeting the minimum requirements of their role. This indicates
a low sense of obligation to support the employee beyond what is formally expected (Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995) and reflects a lack of engagement and commitment from the managers.
When mutual obligation and willingness to further develop the relationship is lacking,
employees may not receive sufficient support to grow in their roles, which can hinder the
integration of the employee into the workforce. These interactions also point towards a
transactional and low-quality LMX relationship, which typically occurs in the early stages of
relationship development where the relationship lacks further depth (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995; Dulebohn et al., 2012). The actions from interviewees to initiate development can be
interpreted as them making an offer in order for their relationship with the manager to
progress from the stranger to the acquaintances phase (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Moreover,
since the efforts were not reciprocated by the managers, it can be viewed as rejections of the
offers, resulting in stagnation of the relationship development as the focus did not shift
towards a more career-oriented partnership (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). When the managers
are not responding to the initiatives from the employees, they miss out on opportunities such
as increased responsibility and challenging work tasks. This lack of engagement from the
managers may not only hinder the development of the relationship, but also lead to
employees’ wanting to resign from their employment and leave the organization due to the
managers’ actions having negative influence on their experiences.

As Dulebohn et al. (2012) explain, the dyadic leader-follower relationship is grounded in
mutual efforts and reciprocal support. High-quality LMX relationships involve both parties
stepping in when needed without being asked and without the expectations of immediate
payback (Uhl-Bien et al.,, 2000). Several interviewees describe how their managers
demonstrate this by actively allocating tasks and offering greater flexibility to foster
employee growth and development, as well as providing feedback beyond formal appraisal
conversations. Likewise, many interviewees also express that they take initiative themselves
to develop, contribute and help beyond what is formally expected from them, including
providing feedback to their managers. This reciprocal commitment illustrates mutual
obligation where both parties have influence over each other, as mentioned being a core
aspect of high-quality LMX relationships (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
These exchanges indicate progression beyond the stranger phase, moving beyond the
contractual and transactional partnership, centering around immediate economic rewards and
formal requirements (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). This can be
interpreted as managers’ demonstrating a sense of obligation to actively invest in and support
young employees’ growth, which can be understood as both fostering commitment but also
helping in building trust and motivation, contributing to sustaining the quality of the dyadic
relationship.

However, one interviewee mentioned experiencing frustration and stress early on when
having to cover her manager’s tasks in addition to her own. This indicates a lacking sense of
obligation from the manager and reflects their unwillingness to invest in the relationship
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), negatively influencing the interviewees initial experiences and
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motivation. From an LMX perspective, these actions hinders the progression of the
relationship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) and for young employees, such early negative
experiences can be understood as particularly crucial as they occur during a formative period
where a lack of support may undermine the employees’ trust. This can ultimately reduce their
willingness to engage in the development of the relationship in the future, reducing their
motivation and satisfaction at the workplace.

In the dimension of obligation, it is also stated that the leader and follower should share the
expectation that their obligation towards each other will gradually increase over time (Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995). Building on the above experiences, several interviewees mention
managers who offer and initiate trainings and gradually delegate larger responsibilities over
time. Efforts that are perceived as positively influencing the employees and their motivation.
These experiences demonstrate a willingness to invest time and resources into the
relationship from the managers’ side, showcasing a higher degree of obligation than required.
This can also be significant in the integration of new young employees. Receiving support
beyond what is required from the managers may encourage the employees to invest greater
effort in return, fostering a mutual sense of obligation. It can also be viewed as the managers
making the necessary offer for the relationship to progress and evolve into a high-quality
partnership (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The fact that many interviewees take initiative and
assume larger responsibilities on their own, going beyond what is formally expected from
them to develop within the company, also demonstrates their investment in the relationship.
Through this behavior, the employees show that they are motivated, committed and
responsible which can show the manager that the employees are prepared to contribute to the
relationship, in order for it to further develop. Collectively, these actions reflect a shared
understanding and expectation that the efforts and sense of obligation within the relationship
are not static, but rather something that is continually evolving. This aligns with the notion
that high-qualitative LMX relationships and a high degree of obligation is based on mutual
growth and favours being reciprocated, creating a deeper partnership (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995; Dulebohn et al., 2012). The examples also reflect managers demonstrating commitment
to their employees by recognizing the long-term value of investing time and resources in the
relationship, hence fostering its progression toward the acquaintance and maturity phases
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

The interconnection of the three dimensions

According to the LMX theory, the dyadic relationship between the manager and employee is
not static, rather it evolves over time through the three phases: stranger, acquaintances and
maturity (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Each of these phases represent different levels of
interests, exchanges and influences, thus reflecting varying degrees of respect, trust and
obligation (Northouse, 2019; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Together, the three dimensions of
respect, trust and obligation form the foundation for building a high-quality LMX
relationship (Northouse, 2019).

In the empirical data, the analysis of the three dimensions reveals that in the cases where the
manager and the interviewees share a high degree of mutual trust, respect and obligation, job
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satisfaction and motivation tend to increase. However, it is important to recognize that
contextual factors may also influence the development of the manager-employee relationship.
Therefore, the presence of mutual trust, obligation and respect does not guarantee that the
relationship will progress to the maturity phase, but it provides necessary conditions for such
development (Northouse, 2019). Although, in such cases where interviewees have
experienced these mutuality aspects, their relationships with the managers can be seen to
have progressed beyond the initial stranger phase, where offers of extended responsibility,
higher positions and development opportunities can be identified. As both the employee and
the manager are viewed as active contributors to the relationship according to the theory
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), their mutual involvement and efforts are crucial to consider, as
they directly influence the quality and progression of the relationship. The offers to advance
the relationship may be made by either parties (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) and the findings
show that although the manager often initiates the offer, there are instances where the
interviewees themselves have taken initiative by demonstrating a willingness to deepen the
relationship. In the majority of these cases, the manager’s response has been positive. They
have accepted the offers and provided the desired support and development opportunities,
thereby allowing the relationship to progress from the stranger phase. These examples
suggest that the encouragement of employees to take initiative may be a critical aspect in
developing a high-quality LMX relationship. It also shows that the progression of the LMX
relationship is not only dependent on the manager’s abilities and actions, but that it requires
initiative and active engagement from the employees. These findings highlight how the
interplay between trust, respect and obligation can facilitate a shift from transactional,
low-quality interactions towards more meaningful and reciprocal exchanges over time.

On the contrary, from the empirical data it becomes evident that when the relationship lacks
sufficient respect, trust and obligation, it tends to remain at a more contractual and
transactional level. In such cases, the relationship is characterized by a focus on fulfilling the
basic expectations and a minimal exchange is occurring (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). For
interviewees whose relationship with their manager can be categorized as being of
low-quality, as viewed through the lens of the theory, there is often a lack of support and
investment from the manager rather than from the employee. From the empirical data, this
absence of commitment tends to result in lower levels of overall job satisfaction and
motivation among the employees. Several of the interviewees have made offers to strengthen
and advance the relationship, but it can be found that these offers sometimes have been
rejected by their managers. Additionally, there are cases where managers promised the
interviewees promotions and increased responsibility, which the interviewees accepted, but
where these offers were later not followed through by the managers. According to Graen &
Uhl-Bien (1995), for the relationship to progress, these offers must be accepted. When
managers have failed to accept or follow through with the offers, it can be viewed as actions
preventing the LMX relationship from moving beyond the initial stranger phase. This
underscores the important role that the managers play in the development of the relationship,
as it highlights how unfulfilled promises can influence the employee's trust and engagement
over time. The examples not only point towards a lack of respect from the managers, but also
indicate limited obligation and trust, ultimately resulting in their actions negatively
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influencing the relationship. The findings show that each of the three dimensions of respect,
trust and obligation are important in fostering a strong LMX relationship. They are not
isolated, but rather interconnected in influencing the development of the partnership between
the manager and employee. The presence, or absence of mutual respect, trust and obligation
directly impacts how and if the relationship progresses from the initial stranger phase (Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995), reflecting both the manager’s and employee’s commitment.

Discussion

This discussion reflects on the findings of the analysis, both in relation to the Leader-Member
Exchange (LMX) theory and to previous research. As the findings of the analysis
demonstrate, the three core dimensions of the LMX theory, respect, trust and obligation are
essential components in establishing a strong and high-quality LMX relationship. The
findings show that the dimensions are not isolated, but rather interconnected, where their
combined presence forms a strong foundation for the manager-employee relationship to
progress through the stages of LMX development, from stranger to maturity (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). Thus, the study confirms the importance of these aspects, supporting the
research that high-quality leader-member relationships are associated with greater
participation, improved work-related attitudes, faster career progress and more desirable work
assignments (Northouse, 2019).

These findings are particularly relevant in the context of young employees entering the
workforce, a period often characterized by uncertainty, learning and adaptation (Arnett, 2014;
Feldman, 1981). The study contributes to the understanding of how young employees
navigate such uncertainty by highlighting the role which the quality of the manager-employee
relationship plays in the transition into the workforce. When managers demonstrate support,
commitment and trust, it contributes to fostering a safe environment which appears to be
essential for the perception of a successful integration. In line with the LMX theory (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995), the mutual investment of both the manager and the employee is crucial for
the relational development, reinforcing the emphasis on reciprocal actions and a gradual
progression of the leader-member relationship. The results and emphasis on mutuality are
also consistent with prior research, as Kammeryer-Mueller et al. (2013) emphasize that
proactive behaviors from the employees, such as initiating efforts to adjust to the new setting
and seeking support, can contribute to reducing this uncertainty. The authors also argue that
supervisor undermining is associated with a higher risk of employee turnover, which, in
accordance with the findings of this study, further highlights the importance of a trustful and
supportive manager-employee relationship.

The empirical findings indicate that managers and employees who are perceived to have a
high-quality LMX also tend to report having a closer personal relationship, compared to those
experiencing lower-quality LMX relationships. Having a close relationship has been shown
to bring several benefits, however, there may also be risks associated with developing a close
relationship in the context of the workplace. Unclear roles, lack of goal orientation and
difficulty in expressing complaints and desires are three examples of when a close
relationship negatively influences the experiences of the employees. These challenges may be
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particularly prominent for young employees, whose age and limited life experience could
contribute to a perceived insecurity, potentially making it more difficult for them to set
boundaries or express concerns within a close manager-employee relationship (Miller et al.,
2007). However, despite the challenges, it is worth pursuing a closer relationship as young
employees in the sector value the relationship with their managers, consistent with
Generation Z’s preference for leadership that emphasizes the social aspect (Wall et al., 2021).
Although finding a balance between the personal and professional is challenging, it remains
crucial for managers to do so in order to prevent the relationship from potentially hindering
factors such as the employee’s development. This is particularly important when considering
the trend of job-hopping among younger employees in the workforce. Young employees
value high quality feedback, both positive and constructive (Wang et al., 2015). When the
relationship between manager and employee lacks professional clarity, the quality and
relevance of the feedback may also suffer, potentially resulting in uncertainty about
expectations and performances. According to Arnett (2014), job-hopping may be partially
understood as a response to work-related uncertainty and unmet needs or dissatisfaction. If
the manager-employee relationship lacks a clear direction of development, the uncertainty
may rather be reinforced than reduced, increasing the risk of dissatisfaction and ultimately
termination. Therefore, it becomes important to understand how the balance between
closeness and professional distance between the manager and employee can impact the
functioning and effectiveness of the relationship, and ultimately the organization.

While the LMX theory offers a valuable framework for understanding the manager-employee
relationship and how it influences young employees’ experiences of their initial period in the
workforce, the empirical findings of this study raise important questions regarding its
limitations. Several of the interviewees’ experiences imply that factors such as psychological
safety, emotional availability and the empathy of the manager are central aspects in how the
leadership is perceived. These experiences reflect a desire for a closer relationship with
managers, not solely rooted in professional exchange, but where employees feel emotionally
supported and safe to confide in their manager to reduce feelings of uncertainty. This aligns
with previous research demonstrating that uncertainty is a central aspect of the early career
stages of young employees and a contributing factor to job-hopping (Arnett, 2014; Feldman,
1981). Consequently, a lack of emotional safety in the relationship with the manager may
reinforce such uncertainty, potentially leading to the employees leaving the organization. The
expressed desire among the interviewees for a closer relationship also corresponds with the
findings of Wall et al. (2021), who argue that young employees value leadership that fosters
social relationships and reciprocity. This preference for a more relationally oriented
leadership style among young employees suggests that traditional hierarchical and
transactional leadership approaches may be less effective in engaging and integrating young
employees into the workforce. Furthermore, these findings strengthen the arguments made by
Arsenault (2004) and Schroth (2019), who argue that young employees may require a
different approach to leadership, tailored to their expectations and needs.

To illustrate this limitation of the LMX theory, the findings related to the dimension of
respect can serve as a concrete example. While respect in the LMX theory relates to
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professional competence (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), the findings of this study indicate that
emotional and personal forms of respect also are significant for the development of a
high-quality manager-employee relationship. Several interviewees describe situations where
managers have lacked respect for the employees’ emotions or where there was a perceived
prioritization of performance over employee well-being, all which was perceived as
negatively influencing motivation and satisfaction. These examples suggest that even when
professional respect is established, a lack of emotional recognition can hinder the
development of the LMX relationship by creating a relational distance between the manager
and the employee, underscoring the need for a more holistic understanding of the dimension
of respect. The limitation of the LMX theory is further exemplified in the findings of the
study, related to how feedback is experienced. In the LMX theory, the importance of leader
behavior such as providing feedback and recognizing competence is emphasized, as it
influences the quality of the leader-follower relationship (Dulebohn et al., 2012). However,
the findings indicate that when feedback is provided primarily at a group level, rather than
being individualized, it can be perceived as impersonal. This can be interpreted as managers
lacking respect for the employees individual contributions and professional competencies,
thus diminishing the sense of being valued and consequently weakening the relationship. This
suggests that it is not only the presence of feedback that matters in fostering a high-quality
LMX relationship as explained in the LMX framework, but rather how the feedback is
delivered and perceived by the employees.

Although the three dimensions of the LMX theory, respect, trust and obligation, capture
important professional aspects of the manager-employee relationship (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000;
Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), they do not fully address the emotional dimension, which this
study highlights as crucial. Given that previous researchers have identified work-related
uncertainty and unmet needs as factors related to job-hopping among young employees
(Arnett, 2014; Feldman, 198), the findings suggest that these emotional aspects play a
significant role in their early career experiences. To fully understand how the
manager-employee relationship influences young employees’ experiences during the initial
period in the workforce, the LMX framework could thus benefit from a theoretical expansion,
incorporating an emotional dimension in addition to those of respect, trust and obligation.

Conclusion

This study has explored how the manager-employee relationship influences how young
employees experience their initial period in the workforce. Particular attention has been
directed towards today’s challenge of high employee turnover, especially noticeable within
the hospitality sector. By applying the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory, the findings
underscore the central role of respect, trust and obligation in shaping the quality of the
manager-employee relationship. The findings reveal that the perceived quality of the
manager-employee relationship is a key factor in young employees’ integration into the
workforce, as varying degrees in relationship quality have different influences on a young
employee’s initial experiences. A high-quality LMX relationship is strongly associated with
increased motivation, job satisfaction and engagement. Conversely, a lower-quality LMX
relationship can hinder these outcomes and consequently the integration of the employees.
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Consistent with previous research, the study shows that when mutual respect, trust and
obligation are present in the relationship, it usually progresses beyond the initial stranger
phase, fostering a stronger relationship dynamic. However, when these three key components
are lacking, the relationship often remains in the early, low-quality phase, sometimes leading
to employees expressing intentions to leave the organization.

Additionally, an important insight from the study is the mutual involvement required for the
progression and development of the manager-employee relationship. While employees often
make efforts to engage and take on responsibility, the progression of the relationship depends
not solely on these initiatives, but also on the manager’s willingness and commitment to
respond and accept these offers. Notably, in most cases where attempts to develop the
relationship have been rejected or disregarded, it is the managers who have failed to
reciprocate the efforts made by the interviewees. This highlights the asymmetry in the
relationship, where despite the mutuality, the manager still holds a position of power. Thus, it
can be concluded that the manager’s responsiveness and commitment is important in
fostering a strong relationship, and hence facilitating the integration of young employees into
the workforce. Moreover, several risks are identified as potentially hindering the development
of the relationship, including lack of transparency and honesty, insufficient responsiveness
and a lack of genuine interest in the employees development. When young employees
experience these factors, it reflects negatively on their commitment as well.

The manager’s expertise, guidance, support and recognition of young employees appear to be
crucial components in reducing uncertainty which often characterizes the entry into the
workforce. When managers consider these components, a stable foundation is created for
young employees, facilitating their understanding of work tasks and expectations, fostering a
sense of belonging that can increase their motivation, engagement and desire to remain within
the organization. Hence, the manager-employee relationship has been proven to significantly
shape how young employees experience their initial period in the workforce. Where a strong,
reciprocal and supportive relationship can contribute to a successful integration, while the
absence of qualities such as mutual efforts and emotional support may lead to increased
turnover intentions due to reduced satisfaction and engagement.

The managerial implications of this study are valuable for managers aiming to reduce
employee turnover and retain young employees within the organization. The findings
highlight the importance of early leadership behaviors in shaping how young employees
experience their initial period in the workforce. Demonstrating respect, trust and obligation
towards the employees’ professional competencies and being accessible and attentive to
employee needs are important factors in building a strong and supportive relationship. To
foster such relationships, managers should create space for the employees to actively
contribute to the development of the relationship. In practice, this involves providing relevant
and individualized feedback to support employee growth and development, demonstrating
expertise to effectively guide and support employees as well as actively striving to balance a
personal and professional approach. In addition, managers should also acknowledge the
emotional dimension of their relationship with the employees, through showing empathy and

33



emotional availability. By doing so, managers can help reduce uncertainty and foster a sense
of safety, motivation and trust, which all have been found to be essential for a successful
integration of young employees.

As for the theoretical implications, the findings of this study suggest that while the
Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory provides a valuable framework for understanding
the manager-employee relationship, there is a limitation in the three dimensions of respect,
trust and obligation in fully capturing the complexity of the relational dynamics. The findings
emphasize the importance of factors such as emotional availability, empathy and
psychological safety in shaping how young employees perceive leadership. Thus, these
findings indicate a gap in the LMX framework and we therefore propose a potential
theoretical expansion which includes adding a fourth dimension, emotional support. The
incorporation of such a dimension would enable a more holistic understanding of relational
development, going beyond the framework’s current focus on purely professional
dimensions.

Implications for future research

As this study has taken the employee perspective, an implication for future research is to
explore the relational dynamics from the manager’s perspective, in addition to the one of the
employees. The findings of this study indicates that a close relationship can be viewed as
both an asset and a potential barrier. Hence, gaining insights from the manager’s perspective
may therefore be beneficial in understanding how such relationships influence leadership
practices. Ultimately, this could contribute to a more holistic understanding of the
manager-employee dynamics, in order to make recommendations for adapting leadership
approaches to better meet the needs of young employees entering the workforce.
Furthermore, an implication for future research is also to explore the role of our newly
proposed dimension of emotional support in the context of how the manager-employee
relationship influences young employees’ initial experiences in the workforce, in order to
make further recommendations to managers on how to effectively integrate them and reduce
the risk of job-hopping.
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