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Abstract 

This study aims to explore the relationship between emotion validation and 

leader-member exchange, with a particular focus on the potential influence of 

attachment style. Using a cross-sectional design, this study investigates a sample 

of 183 Norwegian employees. The results show a positively significant 

relationship between emotion validation and followers' perception of the leader-

member exchange quality. Our results imply that followers’ who experience that 

their leaders validate their emotional expressions, report a higher quality 

relationship with their supervisors. While our study did not yield empirical 

support for attachment style as a moderator, we did discover a noteworthy triple 

interaction effect by incorporating relatedness as a moderating moderator. This 

finding suggests that having an avoidant attachment style reduces the positive 

effect that emotion validation has on relationship quality in certain situations, 

particularly when experiencing negative emotions.  
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 1.0 Introduction 

Since the beginning of time, humans have relied on their ability to perceive and 

react to significant stimuli as a means of survival. Through human development, 

complex psychological states have evolved and are commonly known as emotions 

(Griffiths, 2002). Emotions have served various purposes throughout the ages, 

aiding our ancestors in detecting threats through fear, facilitating cooperation by 

expressing our internal states to others, in addition to fostering adherence to social 

norms through emotions like shame and guilt (Fredrickson, 2003). Still, in today's 

modern society, emotions continue to play a pivotal role in human existence. 

While the specific types of fear and decisions may differ from those faced by 

hunters and gatherers, emotions still shape our everyday lives. Whether forming 

new relationships, pursuing goals, or navigating difficulties and stress, emotions 

significantly influence our responses to these situations (Ashkanasy, 2003). 

Furthermore, emotions extend beyond personal interactions and profoundly 

impact the organizational context, influencing employee motivation, teamwork, 

decision-making, and overall workplace dynamics.  

Specifically, there has been a growing emphasis on the role of emotions in 

the development and maintenance of high-quality leader-member relationships 

and exploring the relational dimensions of leadership (Bono et al., 2007). The 

roots of focusing on relational leadership behaviors can be traced back to the 

1940s with the Ohio State leadership studies. The Ohio State University 

conducted a series of studies aimed at identifying observable behaviors exhibited 

by leaders. These studies led to the identification of two distinct dimensions 

known as consideration and initiating structure (Northouse, 2021), both of which 

were found to be associated with effective leadership (Li, 2018). Consideration 

involves demonstrating concern for the well-being of subordinates and fostering 

positive relationships, while initiating structure pertains to behaviors such as task 

definition, goal setting, and work organization (Northouse, 2021). These studies 

were the first to examine leadership in terms of behaviors and marked a shift in 

the understanding of leadership from a trait-based approach to a behavioral 

approach. Moreover, these studies propelled the recognition and understanding of 

the importance of relational behaviors in effective leadership. Subsequently, later 

studies delved deeper into leadership behaviors and identified both relation-

oriented and task-oriented behaviors among leaders, such as the University of 
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Michigan Studies (Northouse, 2021) and the Managerial Grid (Blake & Mouton, 

1964).  

The significance of emotions and emotional competencies in leadership 

theory has become increasingly prominent in the last decades (Gooty et al., 2010) 

and most theories of transformational and charismatic leadership suggest 

emotional links between leaders and members (e.g., Bass & Riggio, 2006). A 

significant contributing factor to this shift has been the inclusion of emotional 

intelligence as a critical component of effective leadership (McCleskey, 2014). 

While the exact definition and scope of emotional intelligence remain subjects of 

scholarly debate, it primarily involves the capacity to perceive, comprehend, and 

regulate one's own emotions, as well as those of others (Cooper, 2021). Within the 

field of organizational science, there has also been a notable focus on individual 

emotion regulation, which refers to an individual's employment of strategies to 

manage their own emotional expressions (Troth et al., 2018). Although there is an 

agreement that emotion regulation occurs at multiple levels, limited attention has 

been given to the interpersonal level, which involves the utilization of strategies to 

handle emotions of others or using others to regulate one's own emotions (Troth et 

al., 2018). However, one study conducted by Little and colleagues (2016) 

examines the specific ways in which leaders employ such strategies to effectively 

manage the emotions of their followers. They found a significant association 

between the use of different strategies and followers' perception of the leader-

member exchange quality, suggesting that interpersonal emotion regulation serves 

as a building block for fostering and sustaining positive workplace relationships. 

It has further been argued that individuals possessing a high capacity for emotion 

regulation are more inclined to promote positive emotions in their work group and 

prioritize the needs of others above their own (Sosik & Megarian, 1999). 

Although the role of emotions has been given increasing attention in leadership 

theory, there is less research exploring the link between leaders and their behavior 

to employees' emotions (Bono et al., 2007).  

In addition to emotional competencies, there is a recognition that 

personality traits can significantly influence how leaders interact with their 

followers and shape the dynamics of their relationship (Bernerth et al., 2007). For 

instance, agreeable individuals exhibit a range of traits that may be positive in 

interpersonal relationships, such as kindness, deep sense of respect and 

cooperative nature, as well as displaying goodwill and genuine care towards 
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others (Bernerth et al., 2007). Hence, it may be that leaders who are agreeable are 

more likely to get along with their followers and provide care and support towards 

their followers' emotions. Furthermore, studies suggest that agreeable individuals 

are more inclined to place trust in their employees and foster relational 

psychological contracts, thereby enhancing the emotional and long-term dynamics 

of relationships (Blake et al., 2022).  

 Although previous meta-analyses have found that agreeableness is not a 

significant predictor of leadership emergence and effectiveness (Judge et al., 

2002), there has been a shift in societal expectations, with an increasing 

acceptance and expectations on leaders being agreeable or “nice”. This has 

prompted new investigations that challenge the previous findings, suggesting that 

leader agreeableness is indeed positively associated with leadership outcomes 

(Blake et al., 2022). For instance, there are several findings of positive 

relationships between leader agreeableness and servant, charismatic and 

transformational leadership (Blake et al., 2022). Furthermore, agreeableness has 

been found to be associated with higher quality leader-member exchange 

(Bernerth et al., 2007), which aligns with the notion that leader-member exchange 

is a social relationship and the predictive power of agreeableness in forming 

reciprocal social alliances (Buss, 1991).  

While personality traits have received considerable attention regarding its 

associations with organizational outcomes, attachment style has received 

comparatively less recognition in organization science, both as a domain of 

personality and a possible antecedent of important workplace outcomes (Harms, 

2011). Attachment style is the typical way in which an individual views and 

behaves in close relationships (Shalit et al., 2010). A few studies have delved into 

the exploration of attachment style in leaders and its links to leadership behavior. 

For instance, research suggests that leaders with secure attachment styles tend to 

exhibit higher tendencies for delegation, whereas those with avoidant attachment 

styles demonstrate the least inclination towards delegation (Johnston, 2000). 

Furthermore, secure leaders are more likely to adopt a relational leadership style 

as opposed to a task-oriented approach (Doverspike et al., 1997). While research 

has provided evidence regarding the impact of leaders' attachment styles on their 

leadership approaches, there is relatively less understanding of how followers' 

attachment styles influence various outcomes (Harms, 2011). According to the 

research conducted by Shalit and colleagues (2010), followers' attachment style 
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plays a role in shaping their preferences for specific leadership behaviors. The 

study's findings revealed that individuals with a secure attachment style showed a 

preference for a socialized charismatic leader. These leaders align their vision 

with the needs and aspirations of their followers, foster open and two-way 

communication, and adhere to moral standards. On the other hand, individuals 

with an avoidant attachment style tended to favor personalized charismatic 

leaders. These leaders promote their own vision, engage in one-way 

communication, and prioritize external moral standards that align with their self-

interest. The findings indicate that there is no universal leadership behavior or 

style that suits everyone. Instead, the most effective leadership approach may vary 

depending on individual differences, including attachment style. 

Decades of research show that leaders and followers establish a relational 

bond characterized by an emotional link (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Bono et al., 2007). 

Moreover, leaders who possess emotional competencies contribute to numerous 

favorable outcomes within organizations (McCleskey, 2014; Saha et al., 2023; 

Troth et al., 2018). Empirical research has demonstrated that leaders who are 

skilled at managing their own emotions and the emotions of their followers are 

more likely to develop high quality leader-member relationships (Little et al., 

2016). However, limited research exists regarding the link between leaders and 

their behavior towards employees’ emotions (Bono et al., 2007). The manner in 

which leaders approach the emotional expression of followers can be described as 

either emotion validation or invalidation, depending on their approach. Emotion 

validation refers to the act of acknowledging and accepting another individual’s 

emotions as understandable and valid, whereas emotion invalidation refers to the 

act of dismissing or rejecting an individual's thoughts, feelings, or behaviors, 

thereby undermining their emotional experiences (Zielinski & Veilleux, 2018). 

These leader behaviors provide followers with information that may influence 

how they evaluate, reciprocate and maintain the relationship with their leaders, as 

suggested by Little and colleagues (2016). Despite its importance, less is known 

about the role of emotion validation in effective leadership and its influence on 

leader-member relationships. This knowledge gap is particularly surprising given 

the growing emphasis on emotional intelligence and empathic leadership in 

modern organizations (Sadri et al, 2011; McCleskey, 2014). There is one 

unpublished study by Haakonsen (2023) that examines the relationship between 

emotion invalidation and leader-member exchange. The findings of this study 
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imply that avoiding emotional invalidation is important for establishing high-

quality leader-member exchange. The results of this study underscore the 

significance of minimizing emotional invalidation in fostering a high-quality 

leader-member exchange. Building upon these findings, we propose that the 

validation of followers' emotions by leaders can significantly influence the 

perceived quality of the relationship. The leader-member exchange theory, a 

renowned leadership framework that centers on the dyadic connection between 

leaders and followers (Northouse, 2021), offers a valuable conceptual framework 

for investigating the relationship quality between leaders and members. 

Research evidence further suggests that individual differences play a 

significant role in shaping leadership preferences, styles, and the dynamics of the 

leader-member relationship (Shalit et al., 2010; Blake et al., 2022). Specifically, 

studies have established a connection between differences in attachment style and 

relationship quality, as well as individuals' responses to emotional expressions 

(Brennan & Shaver, 1995). Moreover, the experience of emotion validation is 

highly subjective, influenced by individual perceptions, interpretations, and 

various personality factors, including individual differences (Zielinski et al., 

2022). Additionally, some individuals are more inclined to perform emotion 

validation towards others. For instance, Haakonsen (2023) found that agreeable 

leaders engage less in emotional invalidation than those who score low on 

agreeableness. However, the exploration of attachment style in relation to 

perceived emotion validation and relationship quality remains unexplored. In this 

study, we want to investigate whether the perceived emotion validation from 

supervisors affects the quality of the leader-follower relationship, and whether this 

is contingent upon the follower’s primary attachment style.  

The current study seeks to examine the potential existence and 

significance of a relationship between emotion validation, leader-member 

exchange and attachment style. This study aims to make a contribution to the 

existing literature on emotion validation and its impact on leader-member 

exchange quality by using a novel measurement questionnaire. Additionally, this 

study intends to expand upon prior research by incorporating the moderating role 

of attachment style in the relationship between emotion validation and LMX 

quality, which has not been previously explored in the literature. Furthermore, we 

consider this study to have a practical value. Knowing how emotion validation 

and attachment style influences the development and maintenance of leader-
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member relationships can help identify and address potential barriers or 

challenges to the development of a high-quality relationship. It can be useful in 

the development of interventions and strategies to improve leader-member 

relationships and thus provide leaders with tools to lead more effectively. 

Investigating a less explored research area can potentially contribute to expanding 

the theoretical framework of leadership and emotions.  

 

1.1 Research question 

The purpose of this master thesis is to examine the following research question: 

“Does emotion validation affect the perceived quality of LMX? If so, how does 

attachment style influence this relationship?”  

 

 

2.0 Theory and hypothesis 

 

2.1 Emotions and leadership  

Research on the emotional aspects of leadership has increased in recent years, and 

more emphasis has been placed on leaders being able to manage both their own 

emotions and the emotions of their followers (Little et al, 2016; Saha et al, 2023; 

Kelly & Barsade, 2001). Moreover, many scholars argue that the management of 

follower emotions is a fundamental responsibility of leadership (Little et al, 

2016). This behavior is closely tied to the concept of charisma, which is an 

important aspect of transformational leadership (Kelly & Barsade, 2001). 

Charismatic leaders are able to make their group members feel more positive 

while reducing negative emotions (Kelly & Barsade, 2001).  

Additionally, empathy is another key aspect in the field of leadership and 

emotions, as proposed by Goleman (2006). Empathy can be defined as the ability 

to understand and identify what other people are feeling, and to be capable of 

taking their perspective and fostering positive relationships and harmony with a 

wide range of individuals (Goleman, 2006). Sadri and colleagues (2011) explored 

empathic emotion, one aspect of empathy, in relation to leadership performance. 

The results show that leaders who are rated by their followers as engaging in 

behaviors that signal empathic emotion (i.e. the ability to understand what others 

are feeling) are perceived as better performers by their own immediate leaders. 
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This finding corresponds with several theories that emphasize that the ability to 

have and display empathy is an important part of leadership (Sadri et al, 2011). In 

transformational leadership, for instance, showing individualized consideration to 

followers and accurately recognizing emotion in others are key concepts (Sadri et 

al, 2011). Empathy is further an important aspect of the construct of emotional 

intelligence (EI). Emotional intelligence refers to the ability to recognize, 

understand and manage one’s own emotions, as well as the emotions of others 

(Cooper, 2021). This concept has faced substantial criticism encompassing its 

definitions and models, the inadequacy of robust assessment and measurements, 

as well as the significance of EI as a predictor of important organizational 

outcomes (McCleskey, 2014). However, many scholars consider EI as a critical 

component of effective leadership. Some argue that leadership is an emotion laden 

process and emotional intelligence should therefore matter for effective leadership 

(McCleskey, 2014). This is consistent with the numerous findings of a positive 

relationship between EI and leadership effectiveness, as well as performance and 

stronger organizational identity among followers (Saha et al, 2023; McCleskey, 

2014).  

In a meta-analysis, Harms and Crede (2010) found that EI effectively 

distinguished charismatic and transformational leaders from transactional leaders, 

whereby their empathy is an essential component. Charismatic and 

transformational leaders prioritize establishing positive relationships with their 

followers, while also empowering them to take ownership of tasks and work 

independently (Saha et al, 2023). These findings suggest that emotional 

intelligence and its various features are important for leader effectiveness, also 

from the employees’ perspectives. With regard to emotion validation, leaders with 

emotional intelligence abilities are probably more likely to engage in emotion 

validation by nature, as they have the ability to accurately recognize and respond 

to the emotions of their followers.  

 

2.2 Emotion validation 

Emotion validation refers to the act of recognizing and accepting the emotions of 

others and communicating that these emotions are understandable and reasonable 

(Zielinski & Veilleux, 2018). Prior studies suggest that emotion validation is 

associated with the decrease of negative emotions, while invalidation is associated 

with the intensification of negative emotions (Kuo et al, 2022). Schenk and 
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Fruzzetti (2011) conducted a study to investigate the effects of validating and 

invalidating responses on emotional reactivity. The results of the study indicated 

that participants who were exposed to invalidating responses demonstrated 

significantly higher levels of negative affect, heart rate, and skin conductance over 

time when compared to their counterparts who received validating responses. This 

finding suggests that validating responses may be an effective strategy for 

promoting emotional wellbeing and preventing discomfort. Kuo et colleagues 

(2022) found that individuals with high emotion dysregulation experienced 

increases in positive emotions when shame or sadness was validated and lesser 

increases when fear was validated. However, dysregulation did not have any 

moderating effect on emotion invalidation, which can imply that emotion 

invalidation may have negative consequences regardless of an individual's level of 

emotion dysregulation.  

There is limited research on emotion validation within the organizational 

context. However, the findings from an unpublished study by Haakonsen (2023) 

suggest that emotional invalidation can prevent the development of a high-quality 

leader-member exchange. Emotion invalidation refers to a process of 

communicating, either directly or indirectly, that an individual's emotions or 

experiences are not acceptable, wrong, or inappropriate, and is linked to the 

development or worsening of several emotional and physical health conditions 

(Zielinksi et al, 2022). Zielinski and colleagues (2022) found that higher perceived 

emotion invalidation predicted lower momentary positive affect, and participants 

experiencing high emotion invalidation experienced increased stress in 

combination with increased daily negative affect.  

In their study, Little and colleagues (2016) explored the relationship 

between leader’s behaviors in regulating their followers' negative emotions and 

LMX. The study utilized the concept of interpersonal emotion management 

strategies (IEMS), which was derived from Gross's (1998) work. The IEMS 

framework proposes that leaders manage their followers' negative emotions in a 

similar manner to how they manage their own. This framework consists of four 

strategies: situation modification, cognitive change, attentional deployment and 

modulation of the emotional response. In situation modification, leaders actively 

alter the emotional impact of a situation, by removing, modifying, or changing 

aspects that may cause negative emotions in followers. Cognitive change involves 

introducing a new interpretation or meaning of a situation, with the aim of 
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minimizing its negative emotional impact. Attentional deployment refers to the 

process of shifting one's attention away from elements of a situation that are 

harmful or unpleasant. Modulating emotional response aims to reduce the 

behavioral expression of an emotion once it is experienced. Leaders employ this 

strategy by encouraging followers to suppress their undesired negative emotions. 

The study revealed that followers’ perception of LMX is influenced by their 

perception of the strategies employed by their leaders. Furthermore, followers 

reported higher quality LMX for leaders who employed situation modification and 

cognitive change and lower LMX quality for leaders who used the strategies 

attentional deployment and modulating emotional responses (Little et al, 2016). 

The two latter can be considered a form for emotion invalidation since they aim to 

modify or suppress the emotions of followers instead of recognizing and accepting 

them. If this is the case, these findings support our assumption that followers who 

experience invalidation from their leaders report a lower quality LMX.  

Lawler (2001) introduces emotions as a central feature in the social 

exchange theory. If the actors participating in the exchange perceive the 

interaction as successfully accomplished and generate a positive result for them, 

they are more likely to experience positive emotions and thereby be motivated to 

participate in similar exchanges in the future (Lawler, 2001). Thus, social 

exchanges produce emotions, and these emotions affect how actors perceive and 

feel about the specific exchange and the relationship overall. If a leader 

invalidates a followers emotions, and thereby potentially amplifies them, the 

exchange can be perceived as unsuccessful and negatively impact how the 

follower perceives his relationship with his leader going forward. Based on the 

discussion above, we have formulated the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Follower-rated EV is positively related with follower-rated LMX 

 

2.3 Attachment style   

The concept of attachment theory was first introduced by John Bowlby (1969, 

1973, 1980). Bowlby posited that the manner in which a child is attended to by 

their primary caregiver during their primary years exerts a significant impact on 

their capacity to cultivate significant interpersonal connections in adulthood. This 

is especially prominent when children encounter distressing situations, as the 

caregiver's adeptness in providing solace and meeting the child's needs shapes 
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their internal working models for perceiving and comprehending the external 

environment (Young et al, 2019). Consequently, individuals generate different 

cognitive schemas, which Bowlby (1969) explains as analogous to maps and 

plans, being applied to predict the behavior of others in social interactions, as well 

as to plan one’s own behavior to achieve relational goals. Research shows that 

children who experience that their needs are met and acknowledged are more 

likely encounter the world and others with curiosity and joy, hence, with security 

(Thompson et al., 2016). Contrary, children who have caregivers who either 

ignore or wrongfully meet their needs will develop negative cognitive schemas 

and be more restrained to trusting other individuals. As a result, the child will stop 

relying on their caregiver and soothe themselves when experiencing feelings of 

distress (Ainsworth et al, 1978). 

In 1978, Mary Ainsworth and colleagues further expanded Bowlby’s 

research with the Strange Situation experiment. In this experiment, the quality of 

the attachment between primary caregiver and child was assessed through 

exposing the child to stressful events, including leaving the child alone and 

leaving the child alone with a stranger. The pattern observed in the child’s 

reaction towards the caregiver’s return then served as the foundation for 

establishing the taxonomy of attachment styles in adult attachment theory. 

Attachment style is defined as “an individual’s pattern of expectation, needs, 

emotions and social behavior that results from a particular history of attachment 

experiences, usually beginning in relationships with parents” (Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2016, p. 23). It is categorized into secure and insecure attachment, where 

the latter is further divided into anxious and avoidant attachment style (Ainsworth 

et al, 1978). 

         Meta-analytic reviews indicate that the quality of early care is a major 

determinant for being classified as secure vs. insecure in the Strange Situation 

(Brumbaugh & Fraley, 2006). The insecure attachment styles are often described 

along two dimensions, from anxious to avoidant, where low scores on both 

dimensions indicates that the individual has a secure attachment style (Ravitz et 

al., 2010). Individuals with a high score on anxious attachment style exhibit a 

strong desire for intimacy, although these relationships can create a lot of distress 

as they tend to view others through a lens of fear and insecurity (Feeny & Noller, 

1996). Consequently, they often seek frequent reassurance and may overreact to 

minor conflicts. Their strong need for other’s approval can ultimately make them 
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overly solicitous and disregard their own needs to please others, stemming from 

the fear of being abandoned (Feeny, Noller & Hanrahan, 1994). Mikulincer and 

Shaver (2016) explain how anxiously attached individuals pay close attention to 

the behaviors and actions of others. This tendency is called hyperactivation which 

is caused by their lack of confidence they have into others ability to meet their 

needs, making them search for cues that oppose a threat to their relationship 

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 

         In contrast to anxious attachment, individuals with high scores on the 

avoidant attachment style demonstrate a fear of intimacy and encounter 

difficulties in trusting others (Feeny & Noller, 1996). By employing a self-

protective strategy, they purposely distance themselves from others in fear of any 

potential rejection or inability to meet their needs. This is accompanied by a 

cognitive thinking pattern characterized by skepticism towards other intentions, 

which serves as a reinforcement to this emotional detachment (Brennan & Shaver, 

1995). Consequently, they tend to minimize or deny their emotional reactions and 

will often avoid disclosing their distress to others. From their learnt behavior of 

soothing themselves when facing difficult situations in their childhood, they may 

feel discomfort in openly expressing their feelings to others (Ainsworth et al., 

1978). This emotional self-sufficiency often leads to difficulties in effectively 

managing negative emotions and seeking assistance from others, as they perceive 

such acts as intrusive upon their autonomy (Feeny & Noller, 1996). 

         Research indicates that these attachment styles seems be stable over time 

and can influence interpersonal relationships throughout life (Fearon & Belsky, 

2016; Fraley et al., 2011). This may be because the internal working models can 

function as self-fulfilling prophesies (Feeny & Noller, 1996).  Individuals who 

believe that others don’t care about them may encounter situations defensively, 

and be less likely to get their needs met, reinforcing their negative schemas. This 

can affect relationships in several settings and over the last years the role of 

attachment styles in organizations has received increasing attention (Falvo et al., 

2012). The reason for why theory that initially originated in developmental 

psychology has been applied in work-related settings, is because of the way 

leaders are compared to being father figures (Popper & Maysles, 2003), and that 

individuals seek closeness and support when experiencing distress. Research 

suggests that an individual's attachment style has been linked to followers’ ratings 

on the perceived quality of the relationship with their leaders (i.e. LMX) (Schyns, 
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2016; Barthilomew & Horowitz, 1991). For instance, anxiously attached 

individuals have been found to glorify their leaders and rank them as more 

transformational than others (Schyns, 2016). They project their hope and longing 

for emotional support onto their managers, causing them to see a stronger 

relationship than reality. However, their hyperactivation causes them to search for 

cues that their relationship is not as secure as it seems. This tendency can cause 

them to quickly alternate from idealizing to devaluing the individual involved in 

the relationship (Feeny, 1996). A concept that has been less explored, is how the 

follower will rate the relationship if the leaders is able to actually provide the 

reassurance that the individual requires. As they have an excessive need for 

reassurance, it is reasonable to assume that this would result in the anxious 

individual to rate the relationship quality even higher if the leader is able to sooth 

them and provide them with support. 

For someone with an avoidant attachment style the opposite seems to be 

true. Characterized by having a positive view of self but a negative view of others 

and their intentions, research has found that they tend to rate their dyadic partner 

more negatively (Barthilomew & Horowitz, 1991). When experiencing situations 

of distress, they tend to pull away from the information and suppress their 

emotions (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).  By detaching themselves they dismiss 

other’s positive intentions and traits, ignoring the support that is offered. 

Consequently, their negative schemas are reinforced. When being exposed to 

others attempts to establish emotional closeness, avoidant individuals tend to 

experience discomfort and actively work to avoid intimacy (Feeny, 1996). As a 

result, they are less inclined to enhance their perception of the leader-follower 

relationship, even when provided with reassurance by the leaders as opposed to 

secure or anxiously attached individuals. Based on the discussion above, we 

propose the following hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 2a: The relationship between emotion validation and LMX is 

moderated by followers’ avoidant attachment style, such that EV in avoidant 

followers’ is associated with lower level of LMX  

 

Hypothesis 2b: The relationship between emotion validation and LMX is 

moderated by followers’ anxious attachment style, such that EV in anxious 

followers’ is associated with higher level of LMX 
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Our proposed research model: 

 
Figure 1: Research Model 

 

3.0 Method 

3.1 Research design  

The aim of this study is to examine the relationship between emotion validation, 

attachment style and LMX, which is done by applying a quantitative approach. 

This approach has its strength in allowing researchers to analyze data in a 

systematic and objective manner and to draw conclusions based on statistical 

analyses of the data (Bell et al., 2018). This study applies a cross-sectional design, 

which involves collecting data from a sample of individuals at a single point in 

time. This design allows us to detect patterns and trends in the data (Bell et al., 

2018), and thus be able to identify potential correlations between emotion 

validation, attachment style and LMX. 

 

3.2 Sample and procedure  

We collected data through a self-completion questionnaire. The questionnaire was 

developed and administered through the survey platform Qualtrics and distributed 

on several social media sites to reach a wider audience. The current study is 

concerned with LMX and emotion validation from employees' perspectives, 

hence, the study was restricted to employees that have a relationship with an 

immediate leader. We are further interested in employees in Norway and 

translated all measurements to Norwegian to ensure Norwegian respondents.  

 The survey initially received 289 respondents, but after data cleansing (see 

3.7) the sample resulted in 183 valid respondents (N=183), giving us a response 
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rate of 63%. The sample consists of 76.5 % females and 23 % males. Only one 

individual identifies as other/non-binary. The age group with the most 

respondents is “25-34”, accounting for 34,4 % of the sample, followed by the age 

group “45-54”, which constitutes 25,1 % of the sample. There were only 2 

participants over the age of 65. The sample is fairly evenly distributed across the 

other age groups. The majority of the respondents work in the private sector, 

representing 61,2 % of the sample, while 36,6 % work in the public sector. The 

remaining respondents are employed in other sectors.  

 

3.3 Measures 

3.3.1 LMX  

Employees’ perspective of their leader-member exchange was measured using 

the scale LMX-MDM developed by Liden and Maslyn (1998). LMX-MDM is a 

multidimensional scale that measures four dimensions of LMX: affect, loyalty, 

contribution, and professional respect. This variable was measured through a 7-

point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Sample 

items could be “My supervisor would defend me to others in the organization if I 

made an honest mistake” and “I do work for my supervisor that goes beyond what 

is specified in my job description”. The variable’s Cronbach's alpha is valued at 

.88, indicating high internal consistency among the items. According to Tavakol 

& Dennick, (2011) a Cronbach's alpha of .70 and above indicates a solid 

reliability.  

 

3.3.2 Emotion validation 

Emotion validation was measured by a newly established scale developed and 

translated to Norwegian (Haakonsen et al., 2023). It consists of measurement 

items for emotion validation, negative invalidation, and positive invalidation. The 

latter two concepts are measured with reversed items. Sample items 

include  “when I show or express negative emotions (e.g., worries, frustration, 

sadness) my leader treats me with respect” and “when I show or express negative 

emotions (e.g., worries, frustration, sadness), my leader responds by criticizing me 

for the way I’m feeling” (reversed). Participants indicated agreement with items 

using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). For 

emotion validation, the Cronbach’s alpha was measured to .97.  
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3.3.3 Attachment style 

To measure respondents’ attachment style, we used the measurement scale ECR-

N12 suggested by Olsson and colleagues (2010). The instrument is an abbreviated 

and Norwegian-translated version of the established ECR measure, which 

measures experiences in close relationships of adult attachment. Attachment style 

was measured through a 7-point Likert scale, as proposed by the authors. 

Examples of items applied to capture this concept are “I worry about being 

abandoned”, and “I worry that my partner doesn’t care as much as I do”.  The 

Cronbach’s alpha for the scale measuring attachment was found to be .88.  

 

3.4 Control variables  

To account for the potential influence of factors on the true cause-and-effect 

relationship between the different variables we included different control 

variables. Firstly, the respondents were asked demographic questions including 

gender, age, and sector. These variables are commonly controlled for to reduce 

unwanted variation and to isolate the specific effects of the independent variable 

on the dependent variable (Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016). 

In addition to demographics, we formulated the questions “How long has 

your immediate leader been your leader?” as previous research indicates that 

relationship duration could influence the quality of the leader-member relationship 

(Erdogan & Bauer, 2014). Thus, it was reasonable to control for the possibility 

that employees might rate leaders more positively as the duration of their 

relationship increases. The inclusion of these control variables served the purpose 

of mitigating alternative explanations and potential biases associated with the 

observed phenomena in this study.  

Prior research suggests that the need for emotion validation becomes more 

prominent when individuals are experiencing feelings of exclusion and distress 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Thus, relatedness was incorporated as a control 

variable. Through the measurement of the respondents’ sense of belongingness 

and relationships with their coworkers, an opportunity arose to investigate 

whether these factors could shed additional light on the potential associations 

between variables. Relatedness was assessed through the Need For Relatedness 

Scale (NRS-10) from the measurement tool W-BNS (Broeck et al., 2010). It 

consists of 6 items, whereby half are reversed. Sample items include “At work, I 

feel part of a group” and “I don’t really feel connected with other people at my 
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job” (reversed). Participants rated their responses on a five-point Likert scale, 

ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), as recommended by the 

authors. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was found to be .83. 

 

3.5 Exclusion criterion 

The current study incorporates an exclusion criterion to identify and exclude 

respondents who do not meet the predefined sample criteria. Given the research 

interest in individuals who engage in frequent interactions with their leader, 

specific items were included to assess the dyadic intensity. Four items from 

Pearce and Geregersen’s (1991) scale of task interdependence were applied. 

Examples of these items include statements such as “My work necessitates regular 

consultations with my leader” and “I frequently engage in coordination efforts 

with my leader”.  The purpose of these items is to ascertain the existence of 

closely intertwined working relationships between respondents and their leader. 

 

3.6 Research ethics  

The process of data collection necessitates careful attention to a range of ethical 

considerations (Johannessen et al., 2016). One prominent factor that must be 

adhered to when gathering data for research purposes is the acquisition of 

informed consent from participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Informed 

consent entails providing participants with comprehensive and accessible 

information about the research project, enabling them to make an informed 

decision regarding their participation (Crow et al., 2006). Moreover, participants 

should be granted the opportunity to withdraw their consent without experiencing 

any adverse consequences (Crow et al., 2006). 

In our study, we have taken into careful consideration the General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR) requirements. To ensure ethical practices and 

protect participant confidentiality, informed consent was obtained from each 

respondent. A consent form (See appendix A) was distributed alongside the 

survey, detailing the study's purpose, data management procedures and the 

participants voluntary agreement to take part by countinning with the survey. 

Regarding confidentiality, the survey was anonymized, and no personal data was 

recorded. This was achieved through the activation of the “anonymize responses'' 

function in Qualtrics, which conceals the respondent’s IP address, location data, 

and contact information.  
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Furthermore, demographic information was categorized in board terms to 

prevent individual identification. Given that the survey explores the experiences, 

perception and behaviors of respondents, ensuring confidentiality has been 

important, as the provided information could be considered personal for many 

participants. Additionally, to foster accurate and honest responses, participants 

were explicitly informed that their survey responses would remain anonymous.   

 

3.7 Data cleansing 

Prior to commencing the analysis, a thorough examination of the dataset was 

conducted to identify any instances of corrupted, incomplete, or duplicated data. 

Following the closure of the survey, the initial dataset contained 284 participants 

(N = 284). Incomplete responses were assessed and eliminated as recommended 

by Goldammer and colleagues (2020). To ensure comprehensive reading and 

understanding of the items, a cut-off of 3 minutes was established, as it was 

deemed that a shorter duration would not allow for a thorough review and 

comprehension of the material. The trustworthiness of responses that falls below 

the minimum may be doubted (Huang et al., 2012).  

 Furthermore, issues arose concerning vague responses to questions that 

allowed for free-text answers. For instance, in response to the question “How 

many individuals have your leader as their closest leader?”, answers such as 

“Everyone” and “Not sure” were received. Consequently, this question was 

excluded from the analysis as it would not provide meaningful information due to 

the inability to establish the team size.  

It is recommended to screen for careless responding, as it can lead to 

psychometric challenges and undermine the credibility of the findings 

(Goldammer et al, 2020). In our sample, indications of inconsistency and careless 

responding were detected, reading to the exclusion of certain participants. 

Specifically, regarding the Emotion validation scale, which encompasses items 

related to emotion validation and negative and positive invalidation, it was 

observed that some respondents rated their leader highly on all dimensions. After 

careful consideration, it was decided to exclude these participants, as their 

agreement with contradictory statements such as “When I show or express 

negative emotions (e.g., worries, frustration, sadness) my leader treats me with 

respect” and “When I show or express negative emotions (e.g., worries, 

frustration, sadness), was deemed inconsistent. .  
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The final exclusion criterion in our data cleaning process was dyadic 

intensity. Respondents who reported infrequent interactions with their leader were 

deemed unfit for the desired sample. Our decision to set the cut-off point at 3, 

which represents “slightly disagree”, was based on the rationale that lower scores 

would indicate insufficient contact with the leader, thereby limiting the usefulness 

of their responses for the analysis. Following the completion of these data 

cleaning procedures, the final sample size was reduced to N = 183.  

4.0 Statistical analysis 

Each analysis was performed using IBM SPSS. We reversed items to compare 

values and then computed each associated item to create new meaningful 

variables. Further, we computed an average score for each multiple item measure. 

Prior to conducting the analyses, the internal consistency of the scales were 

assessed. Reliability was examined using Cronbach's alpha, with values above 0.7 

considered as a benchmark, as commonly practiced by analysts (Gripsrud et al., 

2017). When reliability was established, we retrieved descriptive statistics and 

correlations to gain insight into relationships and patterns within the dataset. To 

examine the first hypothesis, we conducted a regression analysis. For the second 

hypothesis, we employed a moderation analysis approach. Specifically, we 

utilized the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2018) to conduct the 

moderation analysis. 

 

5.0 Results 

5.1 Descriptive statistics  

To better understand our dataset, the first step of the analysis was to conduct a 

descriptive analysis. Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s 

alpha and correlations between the variables. By calculating a correlation matrix, 

it becomes possible to ascertain the degree of interrelation between variables and 

gain insights into their importance for subsequent analysis. The strength of the 

relationship between variables is assessed by examining the coefficient value 

(Cohen et al., 2002). It ranges from -1 to +1, where values close to -1 indicate a 

strong negative correlation, values close to +1 indicate a strong positive 

correlation, and values close to 0 indicate weak or no correlation (Cohen et al., 

2002; Myers & Well, 2003). From the correlation matrix, it is evident that the 
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control variable “Relatedness” demonstrates significant correlations with all of the 

primary factors included in Table 1. Specifically, it displays a strong positive 

correlation with LMX (r=.31, p <.01) and EV (r=.32, p <.01), a strong negative 

correlation with Avoidant (r=-.24, p <.01) and a weak negative correlation with 

Anxious (r=-.15, p <.05). Other observations of particular interest is the strong 

positive correlation between LMX and EV (r=0.74, p <.01), which emerges as the 

most influential association in the analysis. Moreover, the factor Avoidant 

exhibits a pronounced negative relationship with age  (r=-.28, p <.01) and the 

variable Anxious displays a strong negative correlation with both age (r=-.43, p 

<.01) and Duration of relationship (r=-.24, p >.01). The remaining observations 

did not yield any significant correlations. Given that the correlation matrix solely 

provides information about the direction and strengths of the relationship (Field 

2013), it was necessary to perform a regression analysis to investigate the 

predictive power of emotion validation on LMX.  
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Table 1: Descriptive Data 
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5.2 Hypothesis testing  

 

Table 2: Model 1 & 2 

To test hypothesis 1, we performed a regression analysis. As shown in the 

correlation matrix, the control variable Relatedness had significant correlation and 

was therefore included. We performed a hierarchical regression to test for the 

control variable and main variables. Perceived emotion validation was 

significantly and positively related to LMX (β = .712, p < .01). We conducted a 

collinearity diagnostic to assess whether multicollinearity was present in the 

regression model. The analysis revealed that each variance inflation factor (VIF) 

value was less than 5, which suggests that multicollinearity is not a concern. 

Typically, a VIF threshold of 10 is used to identify problematic levels of 

multicollinearity, although some researchers prefer a more stringent threshold of 5 

(O´Brian, 2007). Hypothesis 1, that perceived emotion validation has a positive 

relationship with perceived LMX, was supported.  
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5.3 Moderation analysis  

 

Table 3: Model 1, 2 & 3 

To examine hypotheses 2a and 2b, we performed a moderation analysis using 

PROCESS macro. Model 1 contained control variables, model 2 contained control 

variables and the main variable and model 3 consisted of control variables, main 

variables and the interaction effect. Hypothesis 2a proposed that followers’ 

avoidant attachment style will moderate the relationship between emotion 

validation and LMX, such that emotion validation in avoidant followers’ is 

associated with lower level of LMX. This was not supported. As indicated in the 

table, the interaction effect of followers' avoidant attachment style was not 

significant (β = 0.0516, p > .05). Likewise, hypothesis 2b, which posited that 

followers’ anxious attachment style will moderate the relationship between 

emotion validation and LMX, such that emotion validation in anxious followers’ 

is associated with higher levels of LMX, was not supported either (β = .0064, p > 

.05).  

 

5.4 Post-hoc analysis  

Previous research has observed that individuals’ reactions to stressful or 

uncomfortable situations are influenced by their primary attachment style 
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(Thompson et al., 2016). This phenomenon, commonly referred to as attachment 

system activation, suggests that distressing circumstances trigger cognitive 

patterns associated with attachment styles. This notion can be traced back to the 

early development of attachment theory. Both Bowlby and Ainsworth studied 

how children would react in a situation where they experienced stress and anxiety 

to understand attachment dynamics (Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 

1980).In an organizational context, the absence of basic psychological needs, such 

as relatedness, autonomy, and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000), has been found 

to activate the attachment system. For example, an unpublished study 

investigating attachment system activation and leader-member exchange (LMX) 

revealed that anxiously attached followers reported lower levels of LMX when 

experiencing limited autonomy, a finding that was also evident for their leaders 

(Thompson, 2023). 

Considering that hypotheses 2a and 2b did not receive support, an 

investigation was conducted to explore whether the activation of the attachment 

system could yield significant results. Specifically, we examined how the level of 

relatedness, a fundamental psychological need, influenced the relationship 

between emotion validation, attachment style, and LMX. Relatedness was treated 

as a moderator rather than a control variable, and subsequently examined for a 

triple interaction effect by employing model 3 from PROCESS macro (Hayes, 

2018). The three-way interaction of emotion validation, relatedness, and anxious 

attachment style on LMX was not significant (p > .05). However, the three-way 

interaction of emotion validation, relatedness, and avoidant attachment style on 

LMX was significant (p > .05). The tested model proved to be a good fit to the 

data, explaining 58% variance of LMX (R² =.58, MSE = .63, F (7, 171) = 33.83 

for p < .01).  
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Table 4: Post-hoc analysis 

The highest order of the unconditional interaction for LMX as the outcome 

variable for EV x Avoidant attachment style x Relatedness, provided R²-change of 

.01 and F (1, 171) = 5.27 for p < .05. The analysis showed that the triple 

interaction effect is significant at a low level of relatedness (p < .05), but not 

medium (p > .05) and high (p >.05). A simple slope test was conducted to 

investigate and interpret this interaction, as proposed by Aiken and West (1991). 

Participants receiving emotion validation reported higher LMX-quality under 

conditions of low relatedness and low avoidant attachment style. Contrary, 

participants receiving emotion validation reported lower LMX-quality under 

conditions of low relatedness and high avoidant attachment style. As illustrated in 

the slope output, the graph is steeper for participants with low relatedness and low 

avoidant attachment than for those with low relatedness and high avoidant 

attachment style. Specifically, it indicates that individuals with high avoidant 

attachment don't experience the same benefit of emotion validation, which 

provides partial support for hypothesis 2b. This finding was unexpected and will 

be discussed later. 
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Figure 2: Simple slope test 

6.0 Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether there is a positive 

relationship between emotion validation and LMX as suggested by previous 

studies. Additionally, we incorporated a new measurement questionnaire for 

emotion validation created specifically for workplace contexts.  

Our results imply that followers’ who experience that their leaders validate 

their emotional expressions, report a higher quality relationship with their 

supervisors. We present empirical evidence that supports previous findings of a 

significantly positive relationship between emotion validation and LMX. This is 

particularly consistent with Haakonsen’s (2023) finding that avoiding emotional 

invalidation is important for establishing high-quality leader-member exchange. 

This further aligns with the findings of a study conducted by Little and colleagues 

(2016). Here, leaders who employed strategies aimed at regulating followers' 

negative emotions through means such as distraction or suppression were 

associated with lower levels of follower-perceived leader-member exchange. In 

contrast, leaders who attend to followers' emotions and needs by actively 

modifying the situation, such as removing triggers that contribute to negative 

emotions, or reframing events to alter their meaning, for instance reframing a 

failure as normal, exhibit stronger levels of LMX as perceived by their followers’. 

The relationship between emotion validation and LMX can be rationalized by 

considering that the quality of LMX is cultivated and sustained through ongoing 
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interactions, wherein each interaction provides information to both parties, 

thereby shaping the individual’s perception of their relationships. Thus, emotion 

validation or invalidation can act as cues that cause stronger positive or negative 

perceptions about the quality of the relationship. When a leader responds 

emphatically to a follower’s emotional state, demonstrating comprehension of the 

reasons behind those emotions and expressing acceptance of their validity, this 

interaction can be constructed as a manifestation of support, which is an essential 

element of a high-quality LMX. Emotion invalidation, on the other hand, can 

create a sense of devaluation or disrespect. In a high quality LMX, the leader and 

follower are expected to establish a mutual understanding and respect (Dulebohn 

et al., 2012; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Emotion invalidation undermines this 

foundation. Furthermore, emotion invalidation prevents the development of an 

environment that supports open communication and trust. When leaders dismiss 

or ignore the emotions expressed by their followers’, it creates the perception that 

their concerns and well-being are not valued or considered important. The lack of 

validation can prevent followers’ from expressing their emotions openly and 

potentially discourage the overall sharing of vital information or feedback. Not 

least, invalidation can contribute to increased psychological distress among 

follower’s. Prior research has found that invalidation can strengthen negative 

emotions and cause distress (Kuo et al., 2022; Zielinksi et al., 2022), which in turn 

can negatively affect job satisfaction and motivation. Consequently, the overall 

quality of the working relationship between the leader and follower and its 

positive outcome may be compromised.  

The hypothesis 2a aimed to investigate if the relationship between emotion 

validation and LMX is moderated by followers' avoidant attachment style, such 

that EV in avoidant followers is associated with lower level of LMX. However, 

analysis of the data indicated no significant relationship between avoidant 

attachment style and emotion validation on lower level of LMX. Even though the 

hypothesis was rejected it can still be valuable to discuss alternative explanations 

as this can contribute to understanding the complexities of theoretical concepts 

and identify new research areas of interest. 

Research suggests that avoidant individuals tends to distance themselves 

from love, support, and emotional closeness from others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 

2007). They utilize protective strategies to uphold their self-reliance, as accepting 

support from others may feel like a threat to their self-concept. Their skeptic and 
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distrusting view of others may cause them to perceive the offered support as 

dishonest and unreliable, resulting in a negative view of others' support. Hence, it 

seemed reasonable to believe that this would cause avoidant followers to 

experience negative associations when the leader tries to build a closer emotional 

relationship. However, this relationship seems to be more complex than this.  

One explanation for why the hypothesis was rejected could be how 

someone with an avoidant attachment style defines a high-quality relationship. 

Avoidant individuals tend to ignore and disregard behaviors that foster close 

interpersonal relationships, which may lead them to downplay the importance of 

emotion validation when evaluating the quality of their relationship with their 

leader (i.e. LMX). Studies suggest that avoidant individuals value work settings 

with a high degree of autonomy and independence (Leiter et al., 2015). 

Consequently, if they are given such autonomy, they might rate their leader highly 

in terms of emotion validation, even if this is not a significant factor for them. 

Meaning, that since their leader is proficient in areas that matter to them, they 

assume that they are sufficient in providing emotion validation for those 

individuals who find validation important.  

Similarly, the hypothesis concerning the influence of anxious attachment 

style on the relationship between emotion validation and LMX, was rejected. The 

hypothesis was built on prior research suggesting that anxious individuals have a 

strong desire for close relationships, but also a strong need for reassurance. If the 

anxious individual feels as if they receive the reassurance they need, for instance 

through emotion validation, it could be expected that they would rate the quality 

of their relationship with their leader higher. Additionally, studies show that due 

to their strong desire to build close relationships they may experience high-quality 

relationships regardless of the reality of the situation. Although this reasoning is 

logical and in line with theory, other studies explain a different and more complex 

side to anxious attachment which could help explain the rejection of the 

hypothesis. Although they crave intimacy and closeness, they do have experiences 

with caregivers who are not able to meet their needs, which ultimately leads them 

to project their own self-traits onto others as a way of protecting themselves from 

abandonment. Ultimately, the anxious individual will distance themselves from 

their own negative traits and project this onto the individuals around them 

(Mikulinzer & Shaver 2007; Thompson et al., 2016). This could result in them 

having a negative view of their leader, and due to their experience of having 
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caregivers who are not able to meet their needs, this may have distorted their 

ability to identify emotion validation from others making their attachment style 

negatively associated with the LMX outcome.  

Attachment-system activation presents an alternative explanation for the 

rejection of both, hypothesis 2a and hypothesis 2b. Individuals with an insecure 

attachment style are not constantly applying these behaviors, but rather engaging 

in them in situations where feelings of distress occur. While young children have 

similarities in what causes feelings of distress, this trigger will become more and 

more subjective as the child matures (Mikulincer et al., 2003). Consequently, it 

becomes challenging to determine whether the attachment system is activated 

when the individual with an insecure attachment receives emotion validation. As 

such, we believe that one should not dismiss the idea of attachment systems as 

moderators for the relationship due to the complexity of assessing individuals’ 

attachment activation. We propose that further research is warranted in developing 

explanations of the variance observed in followers' individual reactions to a given 

social environment. 

Contrary to our findings, additional evidence from various research seems 

to support the notion that attachment style has an influence on the relationship 

between emotion validation and LMX. One compelling idea is that leaders, 

compared to parents, exhibit many of the same characteristics. They provide 

support, guidance, and direct individuals, and like parents, they can foster a sense 

of security and help them navigate challenges and achieve goals (Wu & Parker, 

2014). The research conducted by Wu and Parker (2014) highlights how leaders 

act as a secure base for followers, which draws attention to the multifaceted nature 

of their roles. Even though our analysis did not yield any statistically significant 

result, we suggest that further examination of the relationship is needed to fully 

understand the interplay between attachment style, emotion validation, and LMX.  

In the post-hoc analysis, we found support for a three-way interaction 

between emotion validation, avoidant attachment style and relatedness on LMX, 

implying that relatedness can act as an attachment-system activator. The triple 

interaction effect suggests that the avoidant attachment style as a moderating 

variable in the relationship between emotion validation and LMX, is a strong 

moderator when the level of relatedness is low. Specifically, when both 

relatedness is low and avoidant attachment style is high, it leads to the weakest 

LMX. This could be rationalized by considering that lack of relatedness can place 
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individuals in a vulnerable position, which fosters feelings of distress, 

consequently resulting in the activation of the individual's protective strategies. 

This is in line with Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) theory that the attachment 

system is activated in times of distress. For avoidant individuals this involves 

distancing themselves from others and difficulties receiving and expressing 

emotional closeness as it threatens their sense of independence and self-reliance. 

Thus, when leaders try to offer support through emotion validation, this can be 

perceived as invading and degrading. This finding is consistent with the 

implications from Thompson’s (2023) article, wherein anxiously attached 

followers reported lower levels of LMX when experiencing low levels of 

autonomy. In this study, autonomy, one of the three basic psychological needs 

along with relatedness and competence, acted as a system activator.  

Moreover, the findings suggest that when participants’ experience low 

levels of relatedness and score low on avoidant attachment style, emotion 

validation is a stronger predictor for LMX. When someone scores low on avoidant 

attachment style, it suggests that they exhibit fewer characteristics associated with 

avoidant attachment in relationships. A low score indicates that the person is less 

likely to exhibit avoidant behaviors and tendencies, such as reluctance to form 

close emotional bonds. They are likely to feel more comfortable with emotional 

closeness and seek support and comfort from others during times of distress. 

Thus, when they feel a sense of exclusion or a lack of belongingness in the 

workplace, they can experience higher levels of distress and are in need of 

proximity and closeness from others. Receiving support and comfort from leaders 

through emotion validation can then strengthen the perceived relationship quality.  

 

7.0 Practical implications 

Consistent with previous research in this domain, these findings suggest that 

followers who experience leaders who validate their expressed emotions tend to 

perceive their leader-member exchange relationship as higher in quality. This is of 

significance as high-quality relationships between leaders and followers have been 

associated with various positive outcomes. This study highlights a potential 

important role of emotion validation in effective leadership. Notably, given the 

extensive criticism and disagreement surrounding emotional intelligence, this 

study introduces emotion validation as a novel valuable tool for examining the 
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role of emotions in the workplace. These findings suggest that emphasizing the 

importance of emotion validation among leaders and integrating training in 

emotion validation as part of leadership development programs could be an 

effective strategy to facilitate improved leader-follower relationships. By 

equipping leaders with the skills to effectively validate emotions expressed by 

their followers, organizations can enhance the quality of the leader-member 

exchange and foster a more positive and supportive work environment.  

These findings further imply that the impact of emotion validation on 

LMX is significantly positive for individuals who score low on avoidant 

attachment style and low on relatedness. This indicates that emotion validation 

can serve as a valuable tool in situations where employees experience distress, 

such as during organizational change processes. However, further research is 

needed to establish sufficient support for this proposal. Contrary, findings suggest 

that validating emotions is not always effective. For individuals with an avoidant 

attachment style, whose system is activated, emotion validation will not 

necessarily build a stronger relationship between follower and leader. These 

findings do not imply that it will result in low-quality LMX, but rather that the 

positive effect EV has on LMX will decrease. Hence, leaders should be conscious 

when they validate the emotions of avoidant followers, as they may perceive this 

as invading and uncomfortable. This consideration should be communicated 

during leadership training regarding emotion validation. We acknowledge the fact 

that knowing each followers’ individual attachment style may be unrealistic as it 

sometimes can be difficult to identify in work-related settings. However, this 

finding underlines the importance of adapting leadership approaches and 

behaviors to individual needs.  

8.0 Limitations 

This current study does not come without limitations. The utilization of a cross-

sectional study design presents certain restrictions that should be acknowledged, 

such as its limited capacity to explain longitudinal effects (Bell et al., 2018). This 

design does not allow us to draw inferences of causality or establish the direction 

of causal influence. For instance, it could be that LMX quality affects emotion 

validation, and not the other way. Moreover, the study employs a non-random 

selection approach known as convenience sampling, providing us a relatively 

skewed sample, which prevents the generalizability of our findings (Bell et al., 
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2018). Our population is quite heterogeneous, as we are interested in all 

Norwegian employees. It is recommended that the greater heterogeneity, the 

larger a sample should be (Bell et al., 2018). Consequently, our current sample 

size of 183 individuals may be considered relatively small in relation to the 

magnitude of heterogeneity present in the population. Overall, we cannot claim 

validity from this study due to its limitations.  

Since we obtained all data from the same source, in the same measurement 

context, the responses might be influenced by common method bias. Common 

method bias represents the primary contributor to measurement error, which poses 

an unfortunate challenge as it can provide an alternative explanation for the 

observed relationships, deviating from the initial hypotheses (Podsakoff et al., 

2003). As presented in the correlation matrix, LMX and emotion validation had a 

highly significant and positive correlation (r = .74). This relationship might be 

influenced by some form of common method bias. There is a substantial amount 

of theory that suggests that respondents attempt to maintain consistency when 

conducting a survey, and that they even look for similarities between constructs 

and items to maintain consistency (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The survey was 

designed in a way that the respondents first provided their responses to items 

related to LMX, followed by items related to emotion validation. If an individual 

reported having a positive relationship with their leader, it could have potentially 

influenced their responses on the emotion validation items, leading them to 

consistently provide similar scores across those items. However, several of the 

items related to emotion validation were reversed, which could have reduced the 

impact of this particular response bias. As a self-report questionnaire, there could 

be a tendency of social desirability, whereby respondents provide responses that 

they perceive as socially desirable rather than reflecting their true thoughts or 

behaviors, consequently providing us with incorrect data (Cooper, 2021). 

However, to encourage participants to answer truthfully, it was explicitly 

communicated that the questionnaire is completely anonymous and emphasized 

our inability to trace the responses back to individual respondents. 

The questionnaire administered consisted of approximately 50 items, 

multiple of which were long and complicated. Consequently, it is plausible that 

certain respondents may have experienced boredom or exhibited a tendency 

towards careless responses (Goldammer et al., 2020). In an effort to mitigate this 

issue, a cut-off of 3 minutes was utilized, leading to the exclusion of participants 
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who completed the survey within a shorter duration. We further eliminated 

participants who provided contradictory answers. However, these approaches do 

not guarantee the exclusion of all incidents of careless responding. Hence, it 

becomes necessary to question the quality of the data.  

 

9.0 Future research 

While acknowledging the limitations of the current study, it is important to 

highlight the valuable contributions and implications that emerge from the 

findings. The current study found a positively significant relationship between 

emotion validation and LMX. Given the restrictions of the data and the scarcity of 

similar previous studies, we suggest that future research should focus on 

investigating the current research question with improved quality. Furthermore, 

researchers could explore emotion validation and its predictive effects on other 

organizational outcomes, other than leader-member relationship quality, to further 

establish the potential importance of emotion validation in leadership and the 

organizational context. This study does not only provide support for existing 

research but also uncovers a novel area that warrants further investigation in 

future studies. Although we did not find any evidence that attachment style 

directly moderates the relationship between emotion validation and LMX, there 

might be other individual differences that can moderate this relationship, such as 

followers' emotion regulation ability. Individuals with high emotion regulation 

abilities are more proficient at recognizing and regulating their own emotions 

(Troth et al., 2018). As a result, they may be less reliant on external validation and 

support from their leaders to maintain positive LMX. Conversely, individuals with 

lower emotion regulation ability may rely more on external sources to manage 

their emotional states. For them, the validation by leaders may play a crucial role 

in maintaining supportive and trusting relationships. Additionally, exploring the 

impact of individual personality traits on the relationship between emotion 

validation and leader-member exchange could yield intriguing insights. For 

instance, individuals high on neuroticism might experience a strong impact of 

emotion validation on LMX, as they might benefit from the reassurance and 

emotional support provided by their leaders. In future research, it is worth 

considering the examination of variables such as these for potential insights.  
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Given the follower-centric focus of this study, which examines followers’ 

perceptions of emotion validation and leader-member exchange, as well as 

followers' attachment styles, an intriguing area for future research lies in exploring 

the impact of leaders' attachment styles on the utilization of emotion validation 

toward their followers. Prior studies have found that personality traits affect 

leadership styles and behaviors (Bernerth et al., 2007), such that agreeable 

individuals indulge less in emotion invalidation (Haakonsen, 2023). Leaders with 

different attachment styles may also vary in their ability to provide effective 

emotion validation to their followers. For example, leaders with a secure 

attachment style may be more adept at providing consistent and supportive 

emotion validation, thereby fostering a positive LMX. In contrast, leaders with 

insecure attachment styles may struggle to provide adequate emotion validation, 

potentially negatively affecting the quality of the leader-follower relationship. A 

further investigation of whether leaders' attachment styles act as moderators in the 

relationship between EV and LMX would provide valuable insights.  

As the data is only obtained from Norwegian participants, it could be 

interesting to explore whether the relationship between emotion validation and 

LMX is as prominent in other cultures. The way emotion validation is expressed 

and perceived may vary across cultures. It is plausible that the impact of leaders’ 

use of emotion validation on LMX may be contingent upon the cultural 

expectations leaders and employees hold towards each other.  

In some cultures, leader-follower relationships are viewed as strictly professional, 

whereas in other cultures these extend to a more social and interpersonal exchange 

(Thomas & Peterson, 2018). Thus, there can be different expectations and 

perceptions of a high quality LMX, and whether emotion validation affects the 

relationship. Future research involving data from multiple cultural contexts could 

ultimately contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of this 

phenomenon.  

We found a three-way interaction between emotion validation, avoidant 

attachment style and relatedness on LMX, suggesting that having an avoidant 

attachment style will, in some situations, affect how you perceive emotion 

validation in relation to LMX. Future research can further explore this relationship 

by examining other situations that can trigger the activation of the attachment 

system, such as situations where followers may experience negative emotions or 

heightened stress levels. This could for instance be companies undergoing change 
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processes. To gain further insights, researchers could employ a longitudinal 

design, measuring these variables at two different time points: before the onset of 

the change process and during. This approach enables a comparison to assess 

whether the attachment style has been activated and how it influences the 

relationship between EV and LMX over time. This research could provide 

valuable insight into the role of emotion validation in promoting support, trust and 

positive interactions between leaders and followers during challenging 

organizational circumstances.  

This study has provided valuable insights into the topic at hand, while also 

uncovering several directions for future research. By addressing the limitations of 

this study and building upon its findings, future researchers can go deeper into 

these areas and expand the understanding of the subject matter. 

 

10.0 Conclusion 

The primary objective of this study was to examine the less explored relationship 

between emotion validation and LMX, while considering the potential impact of 

attachment style on this relationship. Our research findings provide robust 

evidence supporting the existence of an emotional connection between leaders and 

members. Specifically, we establish that leaders' behaviors towards employees' 

emotions significantly influence their perception of the relationship between them. 

Although we did not find empirical support for attachment style as a moderator, 

we did uncover a significant triple interaction effect by incorporating relatedness 

as a moderating moderator. Thus, our study diffusely expands upon previous 

findings of a relationship between individual differences, leadership style 

preferences and leader-member exchange quality. We acknowledge that the study 

has certain limitations, however, it has unveiled opportunities for further 

exploration that can contribute to the advancement of knowledge in the field of 

emotion validation.  
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