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Abstract
LMX (Leader Member Exchange) theory is considered an approach to evaluate and examine the quality of the relationship between two parties, the leader and the group members. The objective of this approach, characterized by unique leader-members relationships, made it popular within the field of leadership. Based on the LMX framework, this research study aims to develop an understanding of the nature of the relationship between the research group leader and the research group members within the Higher Education (HE) sector where the research on LMX has been insufficient. This paper follows a phenomenological research approach to explore certain phenomena such as LMX differentiation and how it is perceived by research team members within the HE sector. The United Kingdom (UK) has been chosen as the research context due to the increasing impact of the HE sector, including the field of academic research, on the economy of the UK and the importance of academic research teams within this sector. This conceptual paper will explore the significance of the proposed research and its methodological implications.
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[bookmark: _Toc499735855]Introduction
Leadership is referred to as a key variable in an organizational setting (Ocker et al., 2011). Leadership has a significant influence on outcomes and processes of tasks that are based on team work (Horne, 2017). In a study by Dimovski and colleagues (2009), leadership was considered a dimension of an effective management in addition to planning, controlling, and organizing. Several studies (Manning and Robertson, 2011; Tucker and Lam, 2014) highlighted the importance of dynamic leadership styles and the adjustment of leadership styles. This adjustment is based on different factors such as the culture, situation, and the population. 
Theories of leadership such as transactional, transformational, and ethical leadership theories assume a consistent behaviour of the team leader towards the various members within a team setting (Engelbrecht et al., 2017; Vito et al., 2014; Judge and Picoolo, 2004). According to these theories, leadership is only explained in term of the leader’s characteristics or/and the situation’s features. LMX (leader-member exchange) goes beyond and adopts the unique dyadic relationships (Gerstner and Day, 1997). According to Lunenburg (2010), the leader’s behaviours are not consistent with all followers; however, the leader forms different kind of relationships with each follower. LMX theory highlights this leadership perspective (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Regarding LMX theory, unique exchange relationships are developed between the leader and each of the members. Such relationships differ from one follower to another (G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Throughout the relationship between the leader and the follower, in-group or out-group dyadic exchanges are developed by the leader with each of the followers. The leader delegates in-group (high quality LMX) members and makes them participate in the decision making process. Out-group (low quality LMX) members’ responsibilities are limited to their formal contractual agreement (Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997). 
In line with Northouse (2016, p.144), there are two ways in which LMX theory works. It prescribes leadership and describes leadership. According to the descriptive approach of LMX, in-group or out-group dyadic exchanges are developed by the leader with each of the followers. The leader delegates in-group (high quality LMX) members and makes them participate in the decision making process. Out-group (low quality LMX) members’ responsibilities are limited to their formal contractual agreement (Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997). The in-group and out-group formation refers to the descriptive approach of LMX. The prescriptive approach to LMX refers to the leader’s trial to form special relationships with each one of the team members away from the categorization of in-group and out-group. The prescriptive approach is about customization (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1991). In this case, the principal investigator prescribes his or her behaviours according to the relationship. This doctoral research is based on the prescriptive approach of LMX. The prescriptive approach of LMX guides this doctoral research as trial to understand the desired phenomena.
	According to the prescriptive approach of the LMX framework, a team leader tries to develop high quality relationship with all the team members (Nothouse, 2016, p.148). This is done for several reasons. First, the importance of the social capital and network ties (Kwon and Adler, 2014) through the individual’s career for further collaboration between researchers in this field. Thus, these relationships are not supposed to end at the end of the academic research project. They are supposed to continue throughout the career of the researcher. According to Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), networks that leaders can create throughout their high-quality relationships with members will benefit both the organization’s goals and the leader’s own career progress. Second, each member of the research team is an expert in his or her field of research to be qualified to be a part of the team. In this case, the principal investigator tries to form a high-quality exchange with this member to enhance his or her performance (Le Blanc and González-Romá, 2012; Li et al., 2012). To understand the interaction between the followers and between these followers and the leader, this leader should aim to develop effective relationships with all the followers at the work place (Power, 2013). Each of the research team members is passionate about his or her research interests and tasks. In line with Yukl (2008), a team leader can recognize the member’s passion through developing high quality relationship with team members. Once these passions are identified by the research team leader, a transformative collaboration can result between the team members (Collins, 2007). The research team will benefit from the potentials of this team member. A PI, in this case, wants and expects the maximum from the various team members in order to complete this funded project successfully. Third, the PI is supposed to take into consideration the desire of academics to be autonomous (Hanna and Latchem, 2002). This team leader is said to possess certain skills in order to manage this desire. This can be done through the leader’s formation of unique relationships with each of the team members depending on their competencies and the context of the research itself. Throughout research projects, the context of each project within the same discipline may require a different set of competencies. I believe that this will add up to the importance of a research team leader to develop a range of effective relationships within the research team at the individual level. According to the LMX framework, these relationships are referred to as high quality relationships (Wayne et al., 1997). To end up, I follow the prescriptive approach of LMX away from the categorization of in-groups and out-groups within research teams.
The importance of unique relationships between the research team leader and various team members, in this sector, is materialized by the limited amount of resources such as equipment, ingredients, software access, and time (Graen and Scandura, 1987). The dynamic nature of this sector and the self-managing nature of academic research teams emphasize the importance of such unique relationships (Bolden et al., 2008). For instance, LMX theory is noteworthy in this research paper because it drives our attention on the importance of communication within academic research teams and the importance of the exchanges established between the team leader and the members. According to Bolden et al. (2008), there is a focus on the social relations and its implications within the leadership context. In this case, authority is not only a characteristic for team leaders but also it is given by team members for this leader through the communication process. Because research team members may belong to different gender, race, and ethnicity, this theory can provide an alert for the PI to be fair in order to approach each of his or her team member in a customised manner. I believe that such behavioural customization by the team leader with each of the team members is health for the over whole atmosphere of the team. For instance, members’, having different cultural background, may perceive the team leader’s consistent actions differently. The team member’s competency within the research team may vary as well. Thus, if a PI can customise his/her behaviours based on the competency and cultural needs of the team members, I believe that a supportive working environment can be created. The importance of such supportive environment in the work is important within the tensions to meet deadlines set by the funding party or the tensions to attract other research grants. LMX theory highlight certain principles how to approach team members and on what bases (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The leader-member exchange theory can help me explore the leadership of the principal investigator from a relational perspective. One of the main long-term objectives with my doctoral research is to highlight certain leadership practices that are based on an uncommon theoretical approaches ‘LMX’ within the HE sector. This piece of research may provide a basic idea for further development and enhancement of leadership standards with the Higher Education sector. In line with Tight’s thoughts regarding the Higher Education sector (2004), “HE sector is an atheoretical community of practice”. In this case, the unique-relationship nature of the LMX framework is capable to transform the complexity of the HE sector to a point of strength throughout the analysis stage once further data are collected.

The aim of this qualitative research study is exploring the nature of the relationship between the research team leader and members, based on the LMX, in the Higher Education context (HE). Research on this leadership approach, in this particular sector where the majority of academics possess the desire to be autonomous (Hanna and Latchem, 2002), is insufficient. The extent autonomy is beneficial within a research a team and its potential effects in the coordination within team members are explored in this doctoral research study. This sector is considered one of the key social and economic drivers in the majority of the countries worldwide (Pusser and Marginson 2013) and research projects are a main factor for the success of institutions in this sector (Poston and Richardson, 2011). In addition to the insufficient research, further research studies are required on LMX differentiation due to its inconsistent results (Le Blanc and González-Romá, 2012). The research context of this study is universities across UK. A study done by Universities UK (2014) reported that there is an increasing impact of the higher education sector, including the field of academic research, in UK on the economy. For instance, the higher education sector contributed in £ 73 billion to the economy of UK in 2012. Besides, the contribution of this sector to GDP increased from 2.3% in 2007 to 2.8% in 2012. 


Originality
[bookmark: _Toc499735854]Previous empirical studies focused on the individual-level outcomes (Olsenn et al., 2012; Dublebohn et al., 2012; Botero and Van Dyne, 2009; Jognson et al., 2017) and team-level outcomes (Tse, 2014; Scandura, 1999; Yan et al., 2016; Cogliser and Schriesheim, 2000), this doctoral research goes beyond to focus on the dyad as a unit of analysis. What is meant by dyad throughout this doctoral research are the research team leader (PI) and the research member. The research team leaders’ and members’ stories and personal experiences are highlighted as a trial to unlock hidden aspects of the LMX framework. I believe that the hidden aspects of LMX can be explored through the focus on this dyad as unit of analysis, rather than the individual or the research team as a whole. I aim to explore such hidden aspects of LMX through highlighting the importance of particular constructs such as friendship, trust, autonomy, and competency within research teams. This research study is a trial to bridge the gap regarding our understanding of the nature of the leadership between the research team leader and team members within the HE sector. 

Practical implications
Research on individual level and team level outcomes of LMX differentiation is insufficient to explore this complex leadership approach. As a result, exploring constructs such as the members’ competency, desire for autonomy, and work-context friendships can provide a better understanding of this leadership approach and its implications on the team-level. This research paper provides a view on how the academics’ desire for autonomy could shape the relationship between the research team leader and team members. It adds up to the body of literature on the current tensions between the actors of the HE sectors as mentioned earlier in this part. For example, the rationale for the academics’ desire for autonomy can be identified through exploring the nature of the relationship between academics.

[bookmark: _Toc499735866]Research Aim and Questions
Based on the leader-member exchange framework, the main contribution of this qualitative research study is exploring the nature of relationship between academics in the Higher Education context. Understanding the nature of the relationship may result in some important theoretical relationships that have not been examined in detail, such as constructs shaping these relationships. Such relationships can be further examined through exploratory and explanatory research studies. 
[bookmark: _Toc499735867]Research Aim
[bookmark: _Toc499735868]The aim of this research paper is to explore the nature of the relationship between the academic research team leader (PI) and team members within academic research teams in the Higher Education sector in the UK using the leader-member exchange lens.
Research Questions
To what extent is autonomy beneficial in an academic research team?
What is the influence of friendship within the LMX relationships?
On what bases does a PI form unique relationships with the team member?
To what extent does the construct of competency contribute to the LMX relationships?
What is the role of trust within research teams?
What is expected in/from the relationship between the team leader and the team member?


Review of Literature
This section provides a systemic review for the followed LMX framework in this research study. For instance, it highlights the outcomes of LMX on the individual and team level within several sectors such as the organizational, industrial, and hospitality sector. In addition, refers to the implications of these outcomes with research teams in the HE sector. It provides the guidelines on how this research study can contribute to knowledge through fulfilling the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc499735856]Leader-member Exchange
LMX theory is considered an approach to evaluate and examine the quality of the relationship between two parties, the leader and the follower. The objective of this approach made it popular within the field of leadership (Yammarino, Dionne, Chun, & Dansereau, 2005). LMX theory was referred to as the vertical dyad linkage introduced by Graen and colleagues (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975). Regarding LMX theory, unique exchange relationships are developed between the leader and each of the members. Such relationships differ from one follower to another (G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The follower-leader high quality LMX is shaped through a continuous reciprocal behaviour between the two parties (G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). This relationship is characterized by mutual respect and trust. In these relationships, leaders provide followers with the needed support and engage them in autonomous work responsibilities. Competent followers are supposed to build a high quality leader member exchange with their leaders but less competent followers is understood to be not able to build a high quality LMX. In this case, the relationship between the two parties is said to end up as a low quality LMX (Gerstner & Day, 1997; G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997). High quality LMX requires a perception of mutual benefits between the leader and the follower within the dyad (Wayne et al., 1997; Yukl, 2008).

[bookmark: _Toc499735857]Theoretical Underpinnings of LMX Theory
The theoretical underpinnings for the LMX theory can be materialized by the role theory (Graen et al., 1976; Graen & Scandura, 1987), social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Sparrowe & Liden, 1997; Thibaut & Kelley, 1978; Homans, 1958), and the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000). Regarding the relationship between LMX and performance, each of these theories proposed an intermediary effect of a particular construct (Martin et al., 2016). For instance, role theory proposes an intermediary effect of the role clarity, social exchange theory proposes an intermediary effect of the job satisfaction, and self-determination theory proposes an intermediary effect of motivation. According to self-determination theory, people can be motivated either through internal-intrinsic sources of motivation or through external-extrinsic sources of motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). Internal factors include values and interests. External factors include evaluations and reward systems. The individual’s experience of constructs such as autonomy, competency, and relatedness, implies an engagement in activities that are work-related resulting in innovation and improved performance (Deci and Ryan, 2000). The majority of high quality exchanges between the leader and the members are materialized by the presence of these three constructs of self-determination theory. Once the leader provides the right level of self-governance to followers, the required support and feedback on their performance, and an enhanced interpersonal relationship; followers can be motivated gaining a sense of empowerment (Liden et al., 2000). Therefore, self-determination theory proposes and intermediary effect of empowerment and motivation on the relationship between LMX and performance. The autonomy construct is relevant to this study through the desire of academics’ desire to be autonomous as discussed in the introductory part of this paper. As a result, autonomy is said to influence the exchange established between the research team leader and members. 
[bookmark: _Toc499735858]LMX Outcomes
[bookmark: _Toc499735859]Individual-level Outcomes
Research studies on the theory of leader-member exchange have focussed on the dyadic level (leader/member) examining the relationship between LMX and several work-related outcomes. For instance, literature on LMX (Olsson, Hemlin, & Pousette, 2012; Shunlong & Weiming, 2012) highlighted the influence of LMX on the employee behaviour in a particular work place. Previous research highlighted both positive and negative relationships between leader-member exchange (LMX) and different organizational outcomes. On one hand, several studies highlighted a positive relationship between LMX and work performance (Bauer, Erdogan, Liden, & Wayne, 2006; Harris, Wheeler, & Kacmar, 2009; Le Blanc & González-Romá, 2012; Li, Sanders, & Frenkel, 2012). The effects of LMX on the improvement of job performance is recently examined through a meta-analytical study (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016). In this study the improvement of job performance was materialized by the relationship between LMX and each of task performance (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Gerstner & Day, 1997) and citizenship performance (Ilies et al., 2007; Green et al., 2011). A positive relationship existed between LMX and each of the employees’ job satisfaction (Collins, 2007; Erdogan & Enders, 2007; Liao, Hu, & Chung, 2009; Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016), organizational citizenship behaviour (Hackett, Farh, Song, & Lapierre, 2003, Wang, Kim, & Milne, 2017; Matta et al., 2015), trust (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016), follower’s motivation (Liden et al., 2000), role clarity (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016), employee voice (Botero and Van Dyne, 2009; Burris et al., 2008; Hsiung, 2012; Van Dyne et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2016), work engagement (Matta et al., 2015; Dhar and Garg, 2017; LQ Yang et al., 2013), less hypersensitive (Jognson et al., 2017), organizational justice (Frazier, Johnson, Gavin, Gooty, & Snow, 2010; Wang, Kim, & Milne, 2017; Sun et al., 2013; Sluss, Klimchak, & Holmes, 2008; Chan & Jepsen, 2011; Ansari et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2010; Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; Scandura, 1999), job dedication (Johnson et al., 2017)  innovative behaviour (Atwater and Carmeli, 2009; Dhar and Garg, 2017; Hammond et al., 2011; Volmer et al., 2012; Dhar, 2016), psychological empowerment (Collins, 2007; Kim & George, 2005; Liden et al., 2000) and work commitment (Gwynne, 2014; Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016). On the other hand, a negative relationship existed between LMX and staff turnover (Graen, Liden, & Hoel, 1982; Bauer et al., 2006; Harris et al., 2009; Kim, Lee, & Carlson, 2010; Ansari et al., 2007; Han & Jekel, 2011; Venkataramani, Green, & Schleicher, 2010; Erdogan, 2002; Wang, Kim, & Milne, 2017: Agarwal et al., 2012) and counterproductive performance (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016). According to Graen and Scandura (1984), trust, employee voice, and empowerment are main constructs in the established high quality exchanges between team leader and followers. Throughout this broad range of LMX outcomes on the individual level, the researcher believes that the LMX framework can provide an understanding of the nature of the relationship between academics, the research team leader and research members in particular, who possess the desire to be autonomous (Hanna and Latchem, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc499735860]LMX Differentiation
Increasing attention was received by a particular aspect of the leader-member exchange theory (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), LMX differentiation within a work group (Henderson et al., 2009; Liden et al., 2006; Harris et al., 2014; Le Blanc and González-Romá, 2012; Liao et al., 2010; Nishii and Mayer, 2009; Stewart and Johnson, 2009; Kim, Gazzoli, Qu, & Kim, 2016; Li et al., 2016; Atwater and Carmeli, 2009; Dhar and Garg, 2017; Dhar, 2016). The followers’ different degrees of competency and the organizational dynamic aspect of LMX resulted in this increased attention. Stewart and Johnson (2009) referred to the limited amount of resources and the different degree of competencies of followers within a team. According to Kim et al., “As a foundational element of organizational dynamics, research on LMX has received great attention from researchers over the past decades” (2016). According to Erdogan and Liden (2002), LMX differentiation refers to a certain degree of variability regarding the the quality of exchange between the leader and the various group members. What differentiates high LMX differentiation and low LMX differentiation is the range of the quality of LMX within a certain work group (Henderson et al., 2009). For instance, a broad range of the quality of exchange refers to a high LMX differentiation. A small range of the quality of exchange within a work team refers to a low LMX differentiation. Recent research (Harris et al., 2014; Ma and Qu, 2010; van Breukelen et al., 2012) focused on the outcomes and antecedents of LMX differentiation. Outcomes, on both team-level and individual-level, are affected by LMX differentiation (Henderson et al., 2008; Liden et al., 2006). Research on the team-level outcomes of LMX differentiation were insufficient and inconsistent (Nadioo et al., 2011; Lee and Chae, 2017; Le Blanc and González-Romá, 2012). Researchers are divided between those who believe that LMX differentiation improves team performance (Dansereau et al., 1975; Nadioo et al., 2011), and those who believe that LMX differentiation weakens team performance (Li and Liao, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Toc499735861]Team-level Outcomes 
Due to the enormous and broad research studies of LMX outcomes on the individual level and the increasing importance of work teams in the workplace (Dogaru and Donciu, 2014; Smith, 2016; Tziner and Chernyak-Hai, 2012), there is a shift in the focus of LMX research in the last decade from the individual level to the group level/LMX differentiation where results are inconsistent (Bolino &Turnley, 2009; Harris, Li, & Kirkman, 2014; Hooper & Martin, 2008; Kauppila, 2016; Li & Liao, 2014; Liao et al., 2010; Liden, Erdogan,Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2006; Ma & Qu, 2010; Nishii & Mayer, 2009; Tse,2014; Yan et al., 2016; Lee and Chae, 2016; Erdogan and Baue, 2010). Recent research studies (Yan et al., 2016; Lee and Chae, 2017) have focussed on the group level; however, there was no direct relationship found between LMX differentiation and group effectiveness (Tse, 2014), group performance (Liden et al, 2006; Yan et al., 2016; Lee and Chae, 2017), or group creativity (Li et al., 2016). As a result, further exploration is required for this leadership approach within the team level. Supporting the fairness theory perspective, researchers believe that some members may not exert the required effort because they perceive LMX differentiation as unfairness between different team members (Erdogan and Bauer, 2010; Nishii and Mayer, 2009). For instance, LMX differentiation between various team members can have an influence on the behaviours and attitudes of some team members. This is caused by the members’ comparison of the treatment and resources that are provided to some members rather than others (Cogliser and Schriesheim, 2000; Li and Liao, 2014; Scandura, 1999; Sias and Jablin, 1995). To sum up, research on LMX, on the team level within the HE sector is yet insufficient. The researcher believes that it is important to explore the extent a research team leader can manage the equality and inequality perceptions of team members on the one hand; and the effects of LMX differentiation within an academic research team on the other.
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Figure 1: This conceptual model reflects the first stage of analysis of further data collected. This diagram illustrates that trust between the PI and the team member is a pre-requisite to shape the relationship between these two parties. Within research teams, there several factors which can lead to the development of trust. These factors include subject knowledge, team work skills, personality, good working relationships, and the desire for autonomy.
[bookmark: _Toc499735869]Methodology
The study of methodology and research plan is crucial for leadership consumers (Antonakis et al., 2003). What differentiate this doctoral study from other leadership research studies is the specific leadership approach (LMX) and the chosen sector (Higher Education).
This research paper aims to explore the nature of the relationship between the research team leader and the research members within the team. In addition, it examines the effects of autonomy on the coordination between the research team members. The researcher believes that is difficult to measure or test the nature of the relationship between two parties or how the team leader can manage of the members’ inequality perceptions due to the process of LMX differentiation. Quantitative research is concerned with theory testing (Morgan, 2013). If a quantitative research objective is too specific, the research results may not be generalizable. The objectives of this research study are concerned with a specific context, HE sector, and academic research teams in particular. Once we are able to remove certain boundaries established by the quantitative hypotheses, the researcher is able to highlight different aspects of the relationship between the research team leader and members. As a result, a qualitative research approach is said to provide this doctoral research with a substantive contribution to the literature in the field of leadership. The researcher tries to transform this limitation into a source of assertiveness and strength. For instance, the specific context is the essence of the study. In a new context, assumptions of prior units for outcomes are understood to be absent (Lincoln and Guba, 2000). To break down and organize a construct, such as the nature of the relationship between the research team leaders and member into a set of structured hypotheses, is a challenging task. The researcher suggests that the research study should take into consideration some meanings and concepts that might emerge. One of these meanings is the team members’ perception of autonomy on the one hand; and the research team leader’s ability to manage equality and inequality perceptions within the research on the other. Such perceptions is said to be a result of the LMX differentiation by the team leader. According to Johnson (1997), a qualitative approach is an appropriate research approach once it is difficult to operationalize the construct within a specific piece of research. Referring to this doctoral research, operationalizing the nature of a relationship between a dyad and the ability to manage particular perceptions is a challenging task. According to Bryman (1992), the relationship between qualitative research and leadership is based on a context-specific evidence. Adopting a quantitative approach, leadership theoretical frameworks may not give the required importance for all the contextual factors. Because leadership is a context sensitive-field (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991) and leaders are viewed as tenants of context and time (Leavy, 1996), the researcher aims to address the objectives of this study, within the HE specific context, through a qualitative research approach. 
Following the belief that reality is mind-dependent on every individual in a specific context, the HE sector, the researcher suggests a contextual idealistic approach ‘relativistic’ for this doctoral research (Shaw, 1999; Hughes and Sharrock, 1997; Madill et al., 2000). For instance, LMX differentiation by the research team leader is open to subjective interpretations by the research team leader and members. The research is integrated to the context of the constructed knowledge. Regarding this doctoral research study, the researcher is aware about research teams and certain phenomenon that are constructed within these research teams. Such awareness may contribute to a certain level of systematic integration in the research stages leading to knowledge construction. In addition, research team leaders and members have their own interpretation of meaning to certain constructs such the perception of LMX differentiation; thus contributing to the generation of research knowledge (Brymann et al., 1988). Thus, this research study follows a constructionism epistemological approach (Blaikie, 2007).   
As mentioned before, the outcomes of LMX and autonomy were explored and examined in several contexts such as the banking sector, hospitality sector, and the industrial sector. Away from any assumptions from these contexts (Holloway and Wheeler, 2010), this doctoral research follows a phenomenological research approach to explore certain phenomena such as LMX differentiation and team coordination within the HE sector. Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach meant to explore unnoticed or overlooked phenomena (Hennink et al., 2011). LMX and autonomy outcomes are overlooked; however, the interaction between autonomy and the perception of LMX differentiation within the HE sector is unnoticed. This approach is used to understand the life experiences concerned with a specific phenomenon of the research participants. It is not about making certain inferences; however, it is concerned with revealing certain hidden meanings and the phenomenon’s impact in a particular context. Throughout this research study, the desire of the majority of academics to be autonomous may have an impact on the understanding of unique relationships (LMX) by research team members. Based on the participants’ personal experiences and thoughts, rich descriptions can be provided by the phenomenological approach. Sharing some of their experiences, research team members’ can provide the researcher with an in-depth understanding of the interaction between the the participants’ desire to be autonomous and their experience of LMX differentiation within this particular context. This approach aims to explore different possibilities of experiencing certain phenomenon rather than providing a set of conclusions. For instance, this research study aims to provide a set of possibilities of experiencing LMX differentiation within research teams in the HE sector. Conclusions, such as the outcomes of LMX differentiation, were examined in various contexts. Thus, providing conclusions is not the main aim of this research study. It aims to highlight the research team leader’s understanding of certain phenomenon such as managing inequality perceptions rather than contributing in developing an explanation to this phenomenon. To sum up, this qualitative research study is not concerned with developing a causal explanation to the research team members’ experience of delineation due to LMX differentiation; however, it is concerned with the understanding of those personal experiences. 
On one hand, in this doctoral research, knowledge is built from the collected evidence. For instance, to determine the extent autonomy is beneficial within and academic research team requires an observation of the world which is the research team leaders’ and members’ thoughts. Their ideas on autonomy and its effects on the coordination process within a team contribute to the generation of the research knowledge. In this case, an inductive research logic is followed in this research study (Blaikie, 2007). On the other hand, the influence of the previous work assumptions on the concepts of LMX and autonomy and their outcomes on the individual and team levels should be taken into consideration. These assumptions, which are deductively derived through theory testing, are said to influence the methodological approach of this doctoral research. For instance, the objectives constructed from the review of literature, the questions asked within the interviews and the narratives, and the chosen analytical approach are all influenced by these deductively derived assumptions. In this case, a deductive research logic is followed in this research study (Gilbert, 2008) in the same manner.
Some studies argued that researchers should maintain a level of consistency between their philosophical approach and their adopted methods (Lewis et al., 2014). According to Morse et al. (2001), one way to achieve valid findings is maintaining a level of consistency between philosophical stances and the adopted methods. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011: 6), there is no a distinct set of methods that can be used in a qualitative study research. Factors such as objectives, participants, and views about reality and acquiring knowledge guide the process of the chosen methods (Lewis et al., 2014: 2). Data collection methods used in the doctoral research are semi- structured interviews, non-participant observations, and narratives. Semi-structured interviews can provide this doctoral research with a clear and in depth knowledge regarding the team leader’s ability to manage equality and inequality perceptions with team members. In addition, this method is understood to provide this research with a clear view on the research team member’s opinion on the effect of LMX differentiation within an academic research project. Non-participant observations are done through attending meetings of research teams that are not included in this research study because this doctoral research is concerned with academic research projects that have recently ended; and thus the researcher can explore the nature of the relationship and the established exchanges between the research team leader and member through all the phases of team development until the end of the project. Such observations could be useful in structuring the questions within the interview and acquiring an understanding of the phenomenon. Not designing a focus group is a matter of underestimating of the researcher’s own potentials; however, it is a matter of being realistic and aware of his own potential in perceiving people’s behaviour with cultural differences. A focus group could be practical in the researcher’s home country or countries sharing similar beliefs and conduct of behaviour. In addition, Bryman (2004) mentioned that researchers have difficulty conducting formal observations of leadership because it requires a lot of time and may entail the issue of access and confidentiality. Once the researcher senses real life events happening through the informal observations can provide the researcher the required confidence to design a rich interview addressing the objective of the research. These informal observations are not necessarily with teams obeying the context guidelines. The main requirement is the presence of a person with a clear leader role within the research team. According to Lewis et al. (2014:4), a qualitative research can address the issue of the research participants’ uniqueness. The researcher believes that research team leaders and research members are characterized by their unique view about the world. Each of these participants is able to communicate his/her thoughts and beliefs regarding the objectives of the study in his/her own manner. Several research studies argued that the chosen qualitative data collection methods are dependent on the context dynamics (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Flick, 2009). The researcher believes that one factor of the context dynamics is difference ways research team members prefer to communicate their own stories about how their desire for autonomy interact with LMX differentiation within the team dynamics. As a result, another data collection method is written narratives where participants are asked to share their own thoughts and stories about their perception of LMX differentiation confidentially. For instance, research team member are asked to write their own thoughts about the effects of LMX differentiation within an academic research team and how the desire to possess autonomy effects the coordination within this team.
As a primary analytical approach, this research study follows a narrative analysis approach. This stage is given much importance in qualitative studies. According to Silverman (2011), hypotheses are formulated through the data analysis stages rather than being structured before data are collected. The analysis stage will focus on the research team leader and members’ own stories. These stories vary from the team members’ perception of inequality to the effect of their desire to be autonomous on the coordination within the team. In addition the team leaders’ stories may include specific incidents where they managed inequality perceptions to the nature of the relationship between various research team members. This analytical technique give the essence for the narrative collection methods. According to Lewis et al. (2014:18), a narrative structure and content can reveal how people perceive certain constructs and behaviours. 
Some research studies (Quinlan & Zikmund, 2015) argued that qualitative research studies may not achieve what quantitative research studies name as internal validity, external validity, and objectivity. Following a qualitative research approach, the researcher strives to reach dependable, credible, and transferable results through (Brbour, 2008; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Flick, 2009; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). This is done through providing a clear rationale for choosing the HE sector, UK universities, academic research teams, data collection methods, and the analytical approach. In line with Lincoln and Guba (1985), the key concern of research methods is not the fact of choosing one rather than the other; however, the key concern in this case is how and why the data generated by these methods is used to contribute to the objectives of the research study.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]This conceptual paper explores the significance of the proposed research and its methodological implications. Its starts with an introduction highlighting the significance of this research and its contribution to the leadership literature. The second section of this paper is the review of literature. This section provides a systematic review for the LXM framework within several contexts such as the industrial and the hospitality sector. The section on the research aim and objectives addresses the gap in the literature on LMX. Through a phenomenological research approach, the methodology section highlights the epistemological approach, research logic, and methods used throughout this research study.
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