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1. Introduction

Persistent underperformance in many South African public secondary schools, particularly in provinces such
as Limpopo, indicates that structural reforms alone cannot account for variations in school effectiveness.
Despite the South African government allocating nearly 20% of its total public expenditure to education
(Statistics South Africa, 2025), provinces such as Limpopo continue to record some of the lowest results in the
National Senior Certificate (NSC) examinations nationwide (Department of Basic Education, 2022, 2023).
Scholars increasingly argue that internal school dynamics, particularly leadership practices, staff relationships,
morale, and accountability, play a critical role in shaping school effectiveness in resource-limited contexts
(Bush & Glover, 2025; Makofane et al., 2025; Ozdemir et al., 2022).

Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory provides a useful framework for understanding these internal
processes. According to LMX, leaders build different relationships with teachers based on trust,
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communication, and perceived ability (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). High-quality exchanges involve mutual
respect, open communication, and shared influence, while low-quality exchanges tend to be more
transactional and distant (Khair et al., 2024; Liang & Yin, 2024; Willie, 2025). These relationship patterns greatly
affect teachers' motivation, engagement, and willingness to collaborate, all of which are vital for school
improvement (Ogunja et al., 2025; Petrilli et al., 2023).

Although relational leadership has gained worldwide attention, empirical research in South Africa has not
investigated how LMX patterns manifest in persistently underperforming schools. Much of the existing
scholarship emphasizes systemic inequalities and material limitations, while paying less attention to micro-
level interpersonal dynamics that influence professional culture and school climate (Adewoye & Mavhandu-
Mudzusi, 2025; Baxter & Ehren, 2023). This study fills that gap by examining LMX dynamics in nine
underperforming secondary schools in Limpopo Province and exploring how relational patterns affect teacher
morale, collaboration, accountability, and perceived performance. To address these gaps, the study pursues
the following objectives:

e To examine how LMX dynamics influence teacher morale, job satisfaction, work engagement,
collaboration, and professional behavior in underperforming secondary schools.

e To evaluate the perceived impact of LMX-related relational patterns on overall school functioning,
including organizational climate, instructional coordination, and performance.

e To generate evidence-based recommendations for strengthening relational leadership practices in
underperforming schools in Limpopo Province.

1.1. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Leader—Member Exchange Theory: Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory describes leadership as a relational
process where leaders develop different types of relationships with their subordinates. These relationships
vary in quality based on trust, communication, and perceived competence (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Dansereau
Jr et al.,, 1975). High-LMX relationships typically involve mutual respect, access to information, and greater
autonomy, while low-LMX relationships are characterized by limited interaction and fewer developmental
opportunities (Brower et al, 2000; Erdogan & Bauer, 2014). These relational differences influence
organizational outcomes such as job satisfaction, knowledge sharing, work engagement, and citizenship
behaviors (Hassan et al., 2025; Petrilli et al., 2023). In educational settings, the quality of LMX relationships can
significantly impact teachers’” motivation, collaboration, and overall commitment.

LMX and School Organizational Climate: Schools are relational environments in which leadership styles strongly
influence organizational climate and professional behavior. Research shows that when principals develop
strong relational ties, they foster trust, collaboration, and instructional consistency among staff (Liu & Watson,
2023; Mayger & Hochbein, 2021). High-quality LMX relationships have been associated with positive
outcomes such as teacher morale (Flores et al., 2020), organizational commitment (Dewi et al.,, 2025),
knowledge sharing, and collaboration (Birani-Nasraldin et al., 2024).

However, scholars caution that LMX differentiation may also produce unintended negative consequences
when relational differences are perceived as unfair or exclusionary. Unequal access to information,
recognition, professional support, and developmental opportunities may create perceptions of favoritism and
inequality among staff members (Erdogan & Bauer, 2014; Henderson et al., 2009). Such perceptions can
weaken organizational trust, increase interpersonal tensions, reduce cooperation, and reinforce in-group and
out-group divisions within organizations (Anand et al., 2011; Buengeler et al., 2021). In school contexts, these
relational divisions may contribute to fragmented communication, weakened professional norms, and
reduced willingness among teachers to engage in collaborative improvement efforts (Hanes, 2025; Martin et
al., 2016). Therefore, while LMX provides an important framework for understanding positive leader—teacher
relationships, its effectiveness depends on leaders maintaining fairness, transparency, and equitable access to
support across the organization.

Relational Leadership in Global South and Resource-Limited Contexts: Research in the Global South stresses the
importance of relational and participatory leadership for maintaining teacher commitment and organizational
stability in challenging environments. Studies from Nigeria and Cameroon reveal that leadership focused on
inclusion, communication, and professional support increases teacher motivation and dedication, even with
limited resources (Igwenwanne & Obasi, 2024; Mekolle, 2024; Sele & Jumangong, 2025). Similar findings from
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other developing regions suggest that supportive leadership encourages organizational citizenship and
teamwork (Tran et al., 2023). These patterns closely align with LMX principles, emphasizing the relevance of
relational leadership in systems constrained by structural and socio-economic issues.

South African Schools’ Leadership Context: South African schools operate amidst deep historical inequalities,
uneven resource distribution, and varying leadership capacities (Spaull, 2019; Mncube et al., 2023). Although
much research highlights structural challenges like overcrowding, infrastructure deficits, and staffing
shortages, there is increasing focus on the role of school-level leadership and relational capacity in improving
performance (Bush & Glover, 2021; Ozdogru et al., 2025). Effective leadership in South Africa involves
promoting professionalism, accountability, and a collaborative culture (Makirimani & Naicker, 2025; van der
Vyver et al., 2021). Conversely, dysfunctional schools often struggle with low trust, conflict, and weak internal
accountability (Mahlangu, 2014; Pretorius, 2014). These issues underscore the importance of understanding
LMX dynamics as mechanisms that mediate the influence of relational practices on school climate and
organizational effectiveness

Theoretical Framework: LMX theory is based on two main assumptions: leaders interact with subordinates in
different ways rather than treating everyone the same, and these varied relationships influence organizational
outcomes. This framework suits the current study because it helps explain how in-group and out-group
dynamics develop in South African schools and how these dynamics affect teacher morale, performance, and
engagement. LMX also offers a functional relational perspective for understanding how leadership practices
ultimately impact student success. While LMX provides valuable insights into school-based relationships,
scholars warn that using it in non-Western contexts requires cultural awareness.

In many African school settings, leadership is shaped by communal values, collective responsibility, and
strong expectations of fairness. As a result, teachers may react more strongly to perceived favoritism or unfair
treatment, thereby breaching culturally rooted norms of ubuntu and social harmony. Therefore, LMX
differentiation may lead to deeper relational tensions than those usually seen in Western organizations. Critics
also note that LMX research often neglects the effects of historical inequalities, organizational politics, and
structural power imbalances that remain important in post-colonial education systems (Anand et al., 2011;
Henderson et al., 2009). Additionally, studies suggest that LMX processes may operate differently in
collectivist cultures, highlighting the need to consider cultural context when applying Western leadership
theories in African schools (Rockstuhl et al., 2012).

Based on the reviewed literature and the assumptions of LMX theory, this study conceptualizes school
functioning as a relational process in which the quality of leader—teacher exchange shapes organizational
conditions that influence teacher engagement and performance outcomes. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed
conceptual relationships among LMX quality, relational climate variables, work engagement, and perceived
school performance.
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2. Methodology
2.1. Research Model

This study used a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design, following the framework of Creswell and
Creswell (2017). The design began with qualitative data collection to explore relational dynamics in
underperforming schools, then moved to a quantitative phase to examine how these patterns emerged across
a larger group of teachers. This approach was suitable because there was limited research on how LMX
processes work in South African schools (Ivankova et al., 2006).

2.2. Research Sample

The study was carried out in nine underperforming public secondary schools in the Capricorn South District
of Limpopo Province. Schools were chosen based on three criteria: (a) NSC pass rates below 80% for three
consecutive years; (b) classification as public, non-fee-paying, historically disadvantaged institutions; and (c)
willingness to participate. A stratified purposive sampling method ensured representation across school size
and geographic location.

In the qualitative phase, seven principals and 54 teachers participated. Six teachers were selected from each
school to gather diverse perspectives across subjects and post levels while keeping the sample manageable.
This sample size follows guidance that suggests smaller, information-rich samples are suitable for thematic
analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Guest et al., 2020). The quantitative phase involved 140 teachers who
completed the LMX questionnaire.

2.3. Data Collection Tools and Procedure

Qualitative Instruments: Qualitative data were collected using semi-structured interviews and non-participant
observations. Two semi-structured interview protocols were developed: one for teachers and one for
principals. The teacher interview guide focused on exploring perceptions of leader-member exchange (LMX),
communication, support, collaboration, fairness, and performance expectations. In contrast, the principal
interview guide examined leadership behaviors, staff relationships, performance management, and conflict
resolution. Sample questions included inquiries such as, “How would you describe your working relationship
with the educators at your school?” and “Have you ever witnessed any divisions or conflicts among your
staff?” Additionally, participants were asked, “How does your relationship with educators influence school
functioning?” These questions aimed to gain deeper insights into the dynamics within the school environment.

Non-participant observations, along with field notes, were used to identify key elements, including patterns
of teacher collaboration, interactions between staff and the principal, staff morale and engagement levels, and
school culture dynamics. The observation reports provided a basis for triangulating interview data, which
improved the depth and accuracy of thematic analysis.

Quantitative Instrument: A 60-item structured questionnaire measured school performance, teamwork, job
satisfaction, work engagement, knowledge sharing, and workplace accountability using a 5-point Likert scale.
Content validity was established through expert review by three specialists, resulting in refinements to
wording and contextual alignment. Face validity was confirmed through a pilot with five teachers from a non-
participating school.

Exploratory factor analysis demonstrated strong construct validity, supported by a KMO value of .872 and a
significant Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (p < .05). Factor loadings ranged from .69 to .88 across constructs.
Reliability was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding Nunnally’s (1978) .70 threshold.

Data Collection Procedures: Data collection was conducted in two phases, following a sequential exploratory
mixed-methods design in which qualitative data informed the subsequent quantitative phase. Ethical
approval was obtained from the University of South Africa’s Research Ethics Committee, and permission was
granted by the Provincial Department of Education and the school principals. Individual interviews with
principals and teachers were conducted in private settings to ensure confidentiality, lasting 30 to 60 minutes
and audio-recorded with informed consent. The interviews focused on leadership relationships, staff
dynamics, and organizational practices.

Non-participant observations were conducted in participating schools between July and September 2023 to
understand daily relational and organizational practices further. Various school activities, including morning
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routines and staff meetings, were observed, with detailed field notes prepared immediately after each session.
This qualitative phase helped develop a grounded understanding of leader-member interactions and the
organizational climate.

Insights from the qualitative phase refined the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) questionnaire, which was
given to teachers during scheduled staff sessions. Participation was voluntary, and confidentiality was
maintained. A total of 140 questionnaires were collected and securely stored for analysis. This approach
allowed qualitative insights to effectively guide the quantitative phase, enhancing the overall study's depth
and validity.

2.4. Data Analysis

Qualitative data were analyzed thematically using the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and Clarke
(2006). Codes and themes were developed inductively and refined through ongoing comparison and
triangulation with observation data.

Quantitative data were analyzed in SPSS using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, and multiple
regression to examine relationships among LMX-related constructs and their influence on work engagement
and perceived school performance. The regression model incorporated six main variables operationalized as
follows: School Performance (SP), measured with items SP10-SP17; Teamwork and Collaboration (TC18-
TC26); Work Engagement (WEG27-WEG32); Knowledge Sharing (KS533-KS42); Job Satisfaction (JS43-]JS50);
and Workplace Accountability (WAC51-WAC60). Demographic data were collected through the first nine
questionnaire items. In this model, Teamwork and Collaboration, Knowledge Sharing, Workplace
Accountability, and Job Satisfaction served as independent variables, with Work Engagement acting as the
mediating variable, and School Performance as the dependent variable.

2.5. Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the University of South Africa (UNISA) Research Ethics
Committee (Reference: 2023/06/07/63272148/10/AM) and from the Limpopo Provincial Department of
Education for research in Capricorn South district secondary schools on June 20, 2023 (Reference: 2/2/2).
Participants received information sheets outlining the study's purpose, the voluntary nature of participation,
the right to withdraw, and confidentiality assurances. Written informed consent was obtained from school
principals, teachers interviewed, and those who completed questionnaires, with separate consent for audio-
recording. To ensure anonymity, the real names of schools, principals, and teachers were omitted, with
alphanumeric pseudonyms assigned (e.g., AT1 for teachers from School A and AP for the School A principal).
Observation data were similarly anonymized (e.g., OR_A). All digital data, including audio files and
transcripts, were stored on a password-protected device, while hard copies were secured in a locked cabinet.
The study minimized risk, focusing on professional experiences without collecting sensitive personal data.
Findings are reported in aggregate form, with anonymized quotes to preserve participant voices while
maintaining confidentiality.

3. Findings
3.1. Qualitative Results

Five major themes were developed from interviews with teachers and principals and from observation reports.
Across the nine schools, the intensity of the relational patterns varied. However, the core themes emerged
consistently in at least seven of the nine sites, indicating that LMX-related dynamics were not isolated
occurrences but widespread organizational features.

Theme 1: Existence of In-Group and Out-Group Divisions: Many teachers described clear relational splits
within their schools. Staff members aligned themselves with different groups, often leading to tension and
limited collaboration. As one teacher noted, “it is divided... you would find that staff room B influences each other
against another group from the next staff room” (HT3). Another commented, “We are divided... the situation affects
our results negatively” (CT3). Observation notes supported these accounts, noting that some teachers were
“isolated or excluded from collaborative opportunities.” In a few cases, staff described more cohesive environments,
such as “we are working as a united team” (AT5), highlighting variation across schools.

Theme 2: Leadership Practices that Reinforce or Reduce Divisions: Teachers frequently attributed staff
divisions to principals’ relational practices. Concerns about fairness, selective treatment, and inconsistent
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communication were common. One teacher explained, “he undermines some of the teachers... he is indeed dividing
us because of not treating us equally” (AT6), while another stated, “he has his favorites” (HT4).
Differential enforcement of rules was also noted: “teachers are always late... if you alert him, he will address it in a
mass meeting, while with others he calls them separately” (BT3). Principals acknowledged these challenges, with
one reporting inheriting a staff “divided into three to four groups... there were serious conflicts” (HP). These
findings illustrate how leader behaviors directly shape the distribution of LMX quality, with inconsistent or
selective practices reinforcing low-LMX relationships.

Theme 3: Effects of LMX Dynamics on Teacher Morale and Work Engagement: Poor relational climates were
strongly associated with decreased motivation. Teachers who felt excluded or overlooked often described
emotional fatigue. One reflected, “Some years back I was working hard... but because of not being acknowledged,
along the way I became inactive” (AT6). Another noted, “because things are not going well, even the morale is down”
(BT2). Observation records showed that out-group teachers sometimes exhibited “limited engagement” and
visible discouragement.

However, positive exchanges had the opposite effect: “the principal believes in teachers, and that motivates us to
perform better” (CT4). This aligns with LMX theory, which posits that high-quality exchanges promote loyalty
and discretionary effort. In contrast, low-quality exchanges diminish motivation and reduce teachers’
willingness to contribute beyond minimum expectations.

Theme 4: Impact of Group Divisions on Instruction, Collaboration, and School Culture: Divisions among
staff had practical implications for teaching and school coordination. Teachers reported that collaboration
suffered, resulting in inconsistent curriculum coverage and discipline. As one teacher stated, “if teachers are not
working together, some of the subject topics will be compromised” (HT2). Another noted, “others discipline learners
and others do not... it makes learners focus on particular subjects and not overall subjects” (BT3). Observation reports
reinforced these concerns, documenting “limited collaboration observed with out-group teachers” and noting their
“difficulty accessing shared resources” (OR_C).

In contrast, schools with strong unity experienced better coordination: “We work as a united team... team building
helped us discuss ways to improve our school” (AT2).

These observations reflect the contribution dimension of LMX, whereby high-LMX teachers engage more
readily in collaborative, extra-role behaviors, while low-LMX teachers disengage from collective instructional
work.

Although in-group and out-group divisions appeared in most schools, their intensity varied with contextual
and leadership-related factors. Schools reporting stronger unity were generally characterized by more
transparent communication, consistent enforcement of expectations, shared decision-making, and deliberate
team-building practices. In contrast, schools with deeper divisions were associated with perceived favoritism,
unequal access to information, unresolved historical conflicts, and inconsistent leadership responses. These
findings suggest that LMX differentiation alone does not automatically lead to negative outcomes; rather,
problems arise when relational differences are perceived as unfair or exclusionary.

Theme 5: Teachers’ Recommendations for Strengthening School Relationships: Teachers offered practical
strategies for improving school climate. Many emphasized fairness and equitable treatment: “She must not take
sides. Other teachers complain that she takes sides” (AT3). Others highlighted communication and involvement:
“he must listen to educators’ opinions and implement them” (CT3). Suggestions also included ongoing capacity-
building and peer support, such as principals seeking guidance from others: “he must ask other colleague
principals how to solve such problems” (BT4).

Collectively, these recommendations reflect a desire for more inclusive, transparent, and supportive
leadership. These recommendations indicate teachers’ desire for leadership practices that foster more
equitable LMX relationships, enhance mutual respect, and promote a more balanced distribution of support,
influence, and developmental opportunities.

3.2. Quantitative Results

Demographic analysis: Of the 140 participating teachers, most were female (60.7%) and had 1-10 years of
teaching experience. Over half had been at their current school for 1-3 years (52.1%) and had worked with
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their principal for 1-6 years (82.8%). Most teachers held either a diploma, a bachelor’s degree, or an honors
degree, and more than half taught two subjects and two grade levels.

Pearson Correlation Analysis: Correlation results showed strong positive relationships among all key
variables: School Performance (SP), Teamwork and Collaboration (TC), Work Engagement (WEG), Knowledge
Sharing (KS), Job Satisfaction (JS), and Workplace Accountability (WAC).

The strongest association with SP was Knowledge Sharing (r = .829, p <.05) (Table 1), suggesting that frequent
sharing of instructional ideas aligns with higher perceived performance. SP also correlated strongly with WAC
(r=.748) and JS (r = .709).

Work engagement demonstrated high correlations with JS (r = .733), KS (r = .841), and WAC (r = .800),
indicating that engaged teachers are more collaborative, satisfied, and committed to accountability norms.
These patterns reflect a mutually reinforcing relational climate in which teamwork, shared norms, and
satisfaction contribute to stronger overall functioning.

Table 1. Pearson Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Mean SD SP TC WEG KS ]S WAC
SP 4.2295 44666 -

TC 41722 44333 .635™ -

WEG 4.2071 39509 763" 722" -

KS 4.0557 39843 829™ 772" 841" -

IE] 3.9929 40031 709" 064 733" 885" -

WAC 4.1529 41270 748" 798 800 770" 756" -

n =140,p <. 05*

Overall, the pattern of correlations indicates a highly interconnected organizational climate, in which
relational variables such as teamwork, accountability, satisfaction, and engagement reinforce one another and
collectively align with higher levels of perceived school performance. These interrelationships support the
study's conceptual model (proposed in Figure 1): high-quality leader-member exchanges and strong relational
climates appear closely connected to both individual motivational states (e.g., engagement, satisfaction) and
broader organizational outcomes (e.g., performance, collaboration).

Although most relational variables demonstrated moderate to strong positive associations, the relationship
between teamwork and collaboration and job satisfaction was unexpectedly weak (r =.064). This suggests that
collaboration alone may not necessarily translate into personal satisfaction among teachers. In the context of
underperforming schools, teachers may collaborate due to professional expectations, curriculum demands, or
a sense of collective responsibility, even when broader factors influencing satisfaction, such as workload,
recognition, leadership fairness, promotion opportunities, or working conditions, remain unresolved.
Therefore, teamwork appears to support organizational functioning but may be insufficient on its own to
enhance teachers’ personal job satisfaction.

Regression Analysis: Regression analyses were conducted to examine the predictive influence of several
factors on work engagement (WEG) and school performance (SP). The factors considered included teamwork
and collaboration (TC), knowledge sharing (KS), job satisfaction (JS), and workplace accountability (WAC). A
total of seven hypotheses were tested in this study to determine the relationships among these variables:

H1: TC is a statistically significant predictor of WEG.
H2: KS is a statistically significant predictor of WEG.
H3: ]S is a statistically significant predictor of WEG.
H4: WAC is a statistically significant predictor of WEG.
H5: TC is a statistically significant predictor of SP.

He6: WAC is a statistically significant predictor of SP.
H7: WEG is a statistically significant predictor of SP.

Before conducting hypothesis testing, regression assumptions were examined to confirm the suitability and
reliability of the statistical models. Multicollinearity among predictor variables was assessed using tolerance
values and the variance inflation factor (VIF), while normality was evaluated through skewness and kurtosis
statistics. The diagnostic analyses were conducted separately for the regression models predicting work
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engagement and perceived school performance. The results of these assumption tests are presented in Table
2.

Table 2. Regression Assumption and Multicollinearity Diagnostics

Regression model Predictor Tolerance VIF Skewness Kurtosis
TC 929 1.077 1.203 479
. KS 144 6.967 1.098 1.271
Predicting WEG S 206 4.860 933 1398
WAC 401 2.492 1.053 518
TC .692 1.445 1.203 479
Predicting SP WAC 714 1.401 1.053 518
WEG 524 1.907 1.321 491

The results showed that tolerance values ranged from .144 to .929, exceeding the recommended minimum
threshold of .10, while VIF values ranged from 1.077 to 6.967. Although knowledge sharing produced a
relatively higher VIF value, it remained within the acceptable range commonly applied in social science
research, indicating that multicollinearity did not substantially affect model interpretation. Furthermore,
skewness values (.933 to 1.321) and kurtosis values (.479 to 1.398) were within the acceptable +2 range,
suggesting that the assumption of approximate normal distribution was satisfied. Regression models
supported all seven hypotheses (H1-H7), highlighting several predictors of work engagement (WEG). Key
findings revealed that effective teamwork and collaboration ( = .522), knowledge sharing (f = .541), job
satisfaction (3 = .433), and workplace accountability ( = .501) all significantly contributed to higher teacher
engagement (Table 3).

Table 3. Hypotheses Testing Results

Hypotheses F B S.E. t [4 R2

TC -» WEG 51.665 522 .368 4.256 .000 0.272
KS -» WEG 56.975 541 .283 11.952 .000 0.292
JS - WEG 31.770 433 227 12.923 .000 0.548
WAC -» WEG 45.948 501 .309 6.834 .000 0.468
TC - SP 93.427 .635 278 5.539 .000 0.615
WAC - SP 18.980 .348 .280 10.759 .000 0.421
WEG - SP 16.345 482 321 14.381 .000 0.681

The results in Table 3 indicate that all seven proposed predictive relationships were statistically significant.
Teachers were more engaged when they experienced stronger collaboration, knowledge sharing, job
satisfaction, and consistent accountability practices. Among predictors of work engagement, knowledge
sharing produced the strongest standardized effect (3 = .541), followed by teamwork and collaboration (3 =
.522), workplace accountability (3 = .501), and job satisfaction (8 = .433). Regarding predictors of perceived
school performance, teamwork and collaboration showed a strong direct effect (p = .635), followed by work
engagement (3 = .482) and workplace accountability ( = .348). Work engagement explained the greatest
proportion of variance in perceived school performance (R? = .681), suggesting that teacher engagement
represents a key mechanism through which positive relational climates contribute to improved organizational
outcomes. Overall, the regression findings emphasize the importance of relational and collaborative school
environments in strengthening teacher engagement and perceived school effectiveness.

4. Discussion

This study explored how Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) dynamics shape organizational functioning in
underperforming secondary schools in Limpopo Province. The integrated mixed-methods findings
demonstrate that relational quality between principals and teachers plays a decisive role in teacher morale,
engagement, collaboration, accountability, and perceived school performance. These results reinforce the
central proposition of LMX theory: differentiated leader—teacher relationships carry significant consequences
for employee attitudes and organizational behavior (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Brower et al., 2000).

4.1. LMX Differentiation and Organizational Functioning

One of the strongest findings across the dataset was that the quality of the leader—teacher relationship played
a central role in shaping the internal functioning of underperforming schools. Teachers who experienced high-
quality exchanges with principals described relationships characterized by trust, recognition, access to
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information, and professional support. In contrast, teachers who perceived themselves as excluded from these
relational networks reported limited communication, feelings of marginalization, and reduced motivation to
participate in collective school improvement activities.

Importantly, the findings show that LMX differentiation was not problematic simply because principals
developed different relationships with teachers, but because these differences were often interpreted as unfair
or preferential. In schools where relational differences were associated with favoritism and inconsistent
treatment, they contributed to fragmented staff relationships and weakened collaboration. Conversely, schools
where principals emphasized transparency, fairness, and shared responsibility appeared better able to
maintain professional cohesion despite differences in individual relationships.

These findings extend existing LMX research by demonstrating how relational differentiation operates in
disadvantaged school contexts, where collective effort is essential to overcoming structural challenges. While
previous studies have shown that LMX quality influences employee attitudes and organizational behavior
(Hassan et al., 2025; Martin et al, 2016; Petrilli et al, 2023), the present study illustrates that, in
underperforming South African schools, leader—teacher relationships also influence broader organizational
processes such as instructional coordination, teamwork, and school improvement capacity.

4.2. Work Engagement as a Central Mediating Mechanism

The quantitative findings identified work engagement as a critical mechanism linking relational leadership
processes with perceived school performance. Among all predictors examined, work engagement explained
the largest proportion of variance in school performance (R? = .681), suggesting that improvements in school
functioning depend not only on leadership actions themselves but also on the extent to which these actions
strengthen teachers” psychological investment in their work.

The qualitative findings provide further insight into this relationship. Teachers who experienced recognition,
trust, and professional support from principals described greater motivation and willingness to contribute
beyond their formal responsibilities. Conversely, teachers who perceived exclusion or lack of
acknowledgment reported emotional withdrawal and reduced participation in school improvement activities.
These findings indicate that engagement serves as the pathway through which everyday leader—teacher
interactions translate into organizational outcomes.

Within underperforming schools, this relationship is particularly important because teachers are required to
sustain commitment despite challenges such as limited resources and demanding working conditions. The
findings extend previous research on engagement as a link between leadership and performance outcomes
(Decuypere & Schaufeli, 2020; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017) by demonstrating that, in disadvantaged school
contexts, relational leadership may serve as an important motivational resource, enabling teachers to maintain
commitment and collective effort.

4.3. Relational Climate, Collaboration, and Accountability

The findings demonstrate that LMX dynamics extend beyond individual principal-teacher relationships by
shaping the broader relational climate of schools. Teachers working in supportive environments described
greater willingness to share resources, coordinate instructional activities, and maintain collective
accountability. In contrast, schools characterized by relational divisions experienced fragmented
communication, inconsistent implementation of expectations, and weaker collaboration among staff members.

However, the relationships among relational factors were not uniform. Although teamwork and collaboration
were strongly associated with school performance, the correlation between teamwork and job satisfaction was
unexpectedly weak (r =.064). This suggests that collaboration alone does not necessarily translate into personal
satisfaction among teachers. In underperforming school contexts, teachers may continue to collaborate
because of professional obligations, curriculum demands, or a commitment to learners, even when factors that
influence satisfaction, such as recognition, workload, leadership fairness, and career development
opportunities, remain unresolved.

This finding provides a more nuanced understanding of relational leadership by showing that collective
functioning and individual attitudes may develop differently. While collaborative cultures are important for
strengthening organizational effectiveness (Banwo et al., 2022; Garcia-Martinez et al., 2021; Griffiths et al.,
2021), sustainable improvement requires principals to build environments where teamwork is accompanied
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by fairness, emotional support, and recognition. Therefore, relational leadership should focus not only on
encouraging collaboration but also on addressing the conditions that make teachers feel valued and
professionally fulfilled.

4.4. Leadership Behavior as a Driver of Relational Differentiation

The qualitative findings highlight the central role of principals in determining whether LMX differentiation
strengthens or weakens the school environment. Differences in leader—teacher relationships were not
inherently problematic; rather, challenges emerged when teachers interpreted these differences as evidence of
favoritism, exclusion, or inconsistent treatment. In schools where principals applied expectations unevenly or
provided unequal access to information and support, relational differences contributed to mistrust, staff
divisions, and reduced commitment to collective goals.

Conversely, schools with more positive relational climates were characterized by leadership practices that
emphasized transparency, fairness, inclusive decision-making, and consistent communication. These practices
appeared to reduce negative perceptions of LMX differentiation by ensuring that teachers experienced equal
respect and professional recognition, even when individual relationships with principals varied.

These findings extend existing discussions of relational leadership by showing that the impact of LMX
differentiation depends largely on how leaders manage perceptions of fairness within the organization. In
underperforming schools, where improvement depends heavily on collective effort, principals must move
beyond building strong relationships with selected individuals and focus on creating inclusive relational
climates that promote trust, shared responsibility, and organizational cohesion (Bush & Glover, 2021; Malla &
Malla, 2023).

4.5. Theoretical Contributions

This study provides important contributions to Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory within the context of
African schooling.

First, it adapts LMX theory to a collectivist culture where leadership legitimacy is tied to fairness and social
harmony. In these settings, LMX differentiation has stronger effects than in Western contexts, emphasizing
relational justice as central to LMX quality in African schools, aligned with the values of ubuntu and mutual
respect. Second, it reveals that historical and structural factors in post-colonial educational systems greatly
influence LMX processes. Teachers’ awareness of unequal access to resources highlights broader concerns
about equity in South African schools, showing that LMX differentiation must be viewed within a wider socio-
cultural context. Finally, the strong connection between work engagement and school performance suggests
that in resource-limited environments, high-quality LMX relationships serve as strategic tools to offset
material shortages. This underscores the need to incorporate context-specific variables into future LMX
studies, particularly in the Global South.

4.6. Practical Implications for School Leadership

The findings highlight several practical strategies for strengthening relational leadership in underperforming
schools. First, leadership development programs for principals and School Management Team (SMT)
members should include structured training on LMX awareness, relational fairness, communication practices,
and conflict resolution. Such training should help school leaders identify how unequal access to information,
recognition, and support can unintentionally create perceptions of favoritism and weaken staff cohesion.
Second, schools should establish transparent systems for distributing leadership opportunities, professional
development activities, teaching resources, and recognition. For example, opportunities such as committee
membership, mentoring roles, workshop attendance, and instructional leadership responsibilities should
follow clear criteria rather than informal relational preferences. This may reduce perceptions of in-group and
out-group divisions among teachers. Third, principals and SMT members should strengthen communication
structures that promote inclusion. Regular staff reflection meetings, departmental collaboration sessions, and
teacher feedback mechanisms can ensure that all teachers, including those who may feel disconnected from
leadership networks, have opportunities to contribute to decision-making processes. Fourth, accountability
practices should be implemented consistently among all staff members. The findings suggest that uneven
monitoring of expectations contributed to perceptions of unfair treatment; therefore, schools should develop
shared accountability procedures where performance expectations, support strategies, and consequences are
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clearly communicated and applied equitably. Finally, team-building should move beyond occasional activities
and become embedded in daily professional routines. Collaborative lesson planning, peer mentoring, cross-
departmental problem-solving groups, and professional learning communities can strengthen relationships
among teachers and reduce dependence on principal-centered relationships. These practices can help
transform relational leadership from individual principal-teacher exchanges into a broader culture of trust,
collaboration, and collective responsibility.

4.7. Implications for School Improvement and Policy

The study indicates that school improvement frameworks must go beyond academic performance indicators
to include the relational climate of schools, as interpersonal dynamics are key in influencing both teacher
behavior and student outcomes. Policies should therefore mandate leadership development programs that
include relational leadership, human resource management, and communication skills as essential
components. District-level support teams should incorporate staff climate assessments into performance
reviews to better identify relational strengths and weaknesses within schools. Additionally, teacher
professional development should include modules on collaboration, communication, and teamwork to boost
relational capacity among staff. Strengthening these relational aspects at both the school and system levels can
significantly contribute to sustained school improvement.

4.8. Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations to consider when interpreting the findings. First, it was conducted in a single
district in Limpopo Province, limiting the generalizability to other regions. Second, the qualitative data relied
on self-reported perceptions from interview participants, which may introduce subjective bias based on
personal experiences. Third, the quantitative data derived from self-report questionnaires may be affected by
common method bias, despite efforts to mitigate this issue through anonymity and varied wording. Fourth,
non-participant observations may have been influenced by the observer effect, potentially skewing the
portrayal of staff interactions. Fifth, applying Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory, which originates from
Western contexts to a South African setting may present cultural limitations, as constructs like differentiation
might vary in collectivist cultures influenced by communal values. Lastly, the cross-sectional nature of the
study provides only a snapshot of relationships, and the uneven sample across staff categories limits the
diversity of perspectives in the findings.

5. Conclusion

This mixed-methods study explored how LMX dynamics affect organizational behavior and school
functioning in underperforming secondary schools in Limpopo, South Africa. Qualitative findings revealed
that in-group and out-group dynamics, leadership practices, communication patterns, and perceptions of
fairness significantly influenced teacher morale, collaboration, and instructional consistency. Quantitative
findings further demonstrated that teamwork, workplace accountability, and particularly work engagement
were important predictors of perceived school performance.

The strong explanatory influence of work engagement on perceived school performance (R? = .681) should be
understood within the specific context of underperforming and resource-limited schools. In such
environments, school functioning depends heavily on teachers’ willingness to invest additional effort,
collaborate with colleagues, share instructional resources, and maintain consistent professional practices
despite external constraints. The high predictive value of work engagement suggests that when structural
resources are limited, relational and human factors become especially important drivers of improvement.
Teachers who feel valued, supported, and included by school leaders are more likely to demonstrate
commitment beyond minimum expectations, thereby strengthening instructional coordination and overall
school effectiveness.

The study highlights that sustainable school improvement depends not only on structural reforms but also on
the quality of relationships among principals, SMT members, and teachers. Schools that cultivate trust,
fairness, transparent communication, and inclusive leadership practices are better positioned to strengthen
staff cohesion and collective responsibility. Conversely, perceptions of favoritism and unequal treatment can
fragment professional relationships and weaken commitment to shared goals.

11



International Journal of Educational Administration and Leadership: Theory and Practice, 2026, 5(1), 1-16

These findings highlight the need for leadership development initiatives that prioritize relational competence,
fairness, conflict management, and collaborative decision-making. Strengthening principals’ and SMT
members’ capacity to build equitable leader—teacher relationships can provide a practical and cost-effective
strategy for improving teacher engagement and organizational resilience in disadvantaged school
communities. Future initiatives should therefore recognize relational cohesion as an essential component of
school improvement efforts alongside policy reforms and material investment.

6. Recommendations for Future Research

While this study provides important insights into LMX dynamics in underperforming secondary schools,
several areas require further investigation. First, future studies should use longitudinal designs to examine
how leader—teacher relationships develop over time and how changes in LMX quality influence teacher
engagement, collaboration, and school performance across different stages of school improvement.

Second, intervention-based research is recommended to evaluate the effectiveness of structured relational
leadership development programs for principals and School Management Teams. Such studies could examine
whether targeted training in fairness, communication, conflict resolution, and inclusive leadership reduces
perceptions of favoritism and strengthens staff cohesion.

Third, comparative studies involving both high-performing and underperforming schools would provide
deeper insight into the relational leadership practices that distinguish successful schools from those
experiencing persistent challenges. Such comparisons could clarify whether strong LMX relationships
function differently across varying levels of school effectiveness.

Fourth, future research should explore more complex patterns of LMX differentiation among teachers. Rather
than focusing only on in-group and out-group categories, studies could investigate teachers who occupy
intermediate relational positions and examine how their experiences influence collaboration, knowledge
sharing, and organizational culture.

Finally, future studies should incorporate multiple stakeholder perspectives, particularly learners, parents,
and district officials. Including these perspectives would provide a broader understanding of how leader—
teacher relationships influence classroom experiences, learner motivation, and overall school improvement
processes.
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