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Abstract

We examined the relationship between supervisor-subordinate guanxi (SSG) and
employee silence (ES), and the moderating role of self-regulatory focus (SRF)
works on such relationship. With both three dimensions of SSG (deference to
supervisor, personal-life inclusion, and affective attachment) and two kinds of
SRF (promotion and prevention focus) controlled by scenarios, the results from
a survey of 230 part-time MPA program students in Mainland China indicated
that (1) ES is positively related to deference to supervisor, affective attachment,
and to a lesser extent, personal-life inclusion, and (2) the moderating effect of
SRF is significant for the relationships between each dimension of SSG and ES,
and specifically, there is less possibility for promotive subordinate to be silent
than those with prevention focus in the workplace. The implications of our
findings are discussed and suggestions made for future studies.
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in this relationship. With both three dimensions of SSG (deference to super-
visor, personal-life inclusion, and affective attachment) and two types of SRF
(promotion and prevention focus) controlled through scenarios, results from a
survey of 230 part-time MPA program students in Mainland China indicated
that (1) ES is positively related to deference to supervisor, affective attachment,
and to a lesser extent, personal-life inclusion, and (2) the moderating effect of
SRF is significant for the relationships between each dimension of SSG and ES.
Specifically, promotion-focused subordinates are less likely to remain silent than
those with prevention focus in the workplace. The implications of our findings
are discussed and suggestions made for future studies.

Keywords: Supervisor-subordinate guanxi; Employee silence; Self-regulatory
focus

Organizations increasingly rely on diverse opinions from their employees to en-
hance organizational effectiveness and processes [?, ?] and to respond appropri-
ately to dynamic business environments [?, 7, ?, ?]. Unfortunately, employee
silence (ES) occurs in almost every type of organization worldwide and is emerg-
ing as a “big deal” in the organizational behavior field [?, ?]. Pinder and Har-
los (2001) defined ES as “the withholding of any form of genuine expression
about the individual’ s behavioral, cognitive and/or affective evaluations of his
or her organizational circumstances to persons who are perceived to be capa-
ble of effecting change or redress” (p. 334), which represents a harmful element
that disrupts individual extra-performance [?, ?, ?, ?, ?], team performance
[?, ?], organizational effectiveness [?, ?, ?], and continuous process improve-
ment [?, ?]. Given these adverse influences of ES on both organizational-level
development and individual-level behaviors, the antecedents of ES have drawn

considerable attention over the past few decades in academic and practical fields
[2,2,2,2,72,2,7, 7).

The relationship with one’s supervisor has been proven to be the most important
contextual factor influencing subordinates’ behaviors in Western contexts [?, ?].
Regrettably, indigenous empirical research for further verification remains under-
researched in the field of organizational behavior [?, ?, ?, ?]. Consequently,
the question of whether supervisor-subordinate guanxi (SSG), an indigenous
Chinese construct that is not akin to the supervisor-subordinate relationship
in Western culture, triggers the presence of “yes men” has been neglected to
some degree. Additionally, researchers have not shown sufficient interest in the
relationship between ES and employee attributes, which also significantly affect
their behaviors [?, 7, ?, 7, ?].

Given the salience of these issues, our study aimed to integrate SSG with self-
regulatory focus (SRF), an endogenous factor related to one’ s behavioral out-
comes [?, 7, 7, 7], to explore the relationships among SSG, SRF, and ES using
individual samples from Chinese mainland.
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Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi and Employee Silence

Guanxi, which refers to the establishment of relationships and connections [?, 7],
along with group harmony and collectivism, constitutes core characteristics of
the Eastern world. As an indigenous Chinese construct, supervisor-subordinate
guanxi (SSG) includes deference to the supervisor, personal-life inclusion, and
affective attachment [?, ?, ?, 7, ?, ?]. This ubiquitous relationship represents
the most critical interpersonal relationship in Eastern organizational settings
[?, 7,7, 7, ?]. Similar to the “ruler-subject relationship” from earlier historical
periods, deference to the supervisor emphasizes that the subordinate should be
devoted and obedient to the supervisor. The subordinate obeys the supervisor
unconditionally, even when he/she disagrees with the supervisor’ s decision.
Personal-life inclusion means that the “subordinate and supervisor are included
in each other’ s private or family lives” [?, 7, ?]. Affective attachment is viewed
as “an emotional connection, understanding, and willingness to care for one
another in any circumstance” [?, ?, ?]. Characterized by caring and altruism,
affective attachment emphasizes sharing and non-contingent help.

Immersed in a guanxi-oriented society, social relationships are characterized by
a tendency to use family relationships as a model in other life domains [?, ?],
especially in the Eastern world, where maintaining “good relations” is a key
motivation for workers [?, 7, 7, ?, ?]. Members in communal relationships are
affectively attached to each other, and they develop contract-based relationships
through participation in social activities or related processes, such as home visits
and meal sharing [?, ?]. Those social interactions attach significance to commit-
ment to the intrinsic properties of relationships [?, 7, ?, ?] and are motivated by
maintenance of an emotional connection or spiritual sharing between superiors
and subordinates [?, ?]. Consequently, employees are more willing to withhold
their different views to maintain a shared identification. Deference to the su-
pervisor, however, stresses hierarchy and behavioral norms. Subordinates are
supposed to show their obedience and deference to their leaders in an authority
relationship [?, ?], especially in China with high power distance. Confucian
teaching in Chinese culture also values authority and enhances deference to
those of higher status [?, ?]. Thus, employees may be more likely to keep silent
without any objections or complaints. Consequently, we propose that every
single dimension of SSG exerts a strong positive influence on employee silence
behavior.

Hypothesis 1. Employee silence will be positively associated with each di-
mension of supervisor-subordinate guanxi (deference to supervisor, personal-life
inclusion, and affective attachment).

Self-Regulatory Focus as a Moderator Between Supervisor-
Subordinate Guanxi and Employee Silence

According to self-regulatory focus (SRF) theory, people engage in different atti-
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tudes and behaviors by stimulating two fundamental motivational orientations,
namely promotion focus and prevention focus [?, ?, 7, ?, 7, 7, ?]. Both of
these situational SRFs are motivational orientations that stimulate employees’
behavior to make contributions to their work, but in different ways [?, 7, 7, ?].
Promotion focus is associated with goals and strategies regarding aspirations
and positive emotions, whereas prevention focus is related to “ought” goals
involving the fulfillment of duties and obligations through vigilant responses
[?, 7, ?]. Drawing from previous studies that different levels of SRF lead to
different behavioral outcomes [?, 7] and that motivation influences individual
potential willingness to engage in silent dissent [?, ?], we consider employees’
SRF as a significant variable that may activate their work-related behaviors
inherently and plays a substantial moderating role in the relationship between
SSG and ES.

Promotion-focused individuals are more concerned about how to realize desired
goals and improve the status quo, showing extreme passion and innovation in
moving toward desired end-states [?, 7, ?, ?]. In the context of organizational
crisis, they often pay attention to potential opportunities for change and im-
provement and employ eagerness strategies for identifying and exploiting paths
to organizational success [?, ?], which makes it more possible for them to en-
gage in extra-role behaviors such as voice. Conversely, people with a prevention
focus are avoidance-oriented, sensitive to potential problems, and concerned
about being in unfavorable situations [?, ?]. When confronted with organiza-
tional change, they usually experience high-activation negative emotion (e.g.,
anxiety) and attribute it to the failure of attaining ought goals, so they strive
to finish their tasks responsibly and avoid negative outcomes. In other words,
they emphasize adherence to rules and regard success as a stay of execution
[?, ?]. Thus, we have reason to infer that they are more willing to withhold
their different views from leaders. Accordingly, we anticipate that when em-
ployees have a prevention focus, the positive relationship between SSG and ES
becomes stronger, and employees are more likely to be silent instead of speaking
up their different opinions.

Hypothesis 2. Self-regulatory focus moderates the positive relationships be-
tween each dimension of supervisor-subordinate guanxi and employee silence,
such that the relationship is stronger under conditions of employees with pre-
vention (vs. promotion) focus.

Method
Participants and Procedure

This study used an experimental design to investigate the positive relationship
between each dimension of SSG and ES, and the moderating role of SRF in
this relationship (Hypotheses 1 and 2). A total of 230 part-time MPA program
students (63.8 percent male; M, = 29.17,SD = 3.307; M, = 6.01,SD =
2.337) from three universities on the Chinese mainland participated in the ex-
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periment. They were enrolled in Management, Organizational Behavior, and
the Practice of Social Research courses as part of their program.

Independent variables (SSG and SRF) were manipulated using a scenario pro-
cedure. The experimental design was a 3 (affective attachment, personal-life
inclusion vs. deference to supervisor) x 2 (promotion vs. prevention) group de-
sign. Participants were randomly assigned to one of six groups and asked to
imagine themselves as the employee described, then make a decision regarding
the scenario. People with a promotion focus were described as aggressive, in-
novative, and strongly desiring an ideal state, while people with a prevention
focus were described as cautious, conservative, and risk-avoidant. The exper-
iment was conducted in 20 minutes with paper and pencil. All participants
received approximately $3 (20 RMB) in remuneration. To ensure the reliability
and confidentiality of participants’ responses, all were told that there were no
right or wrong answers and that all information was given anonymously and
would only be used for research purposes. Written informed consent was ob-
tained from all participants prior to conducting the experiment, and they were
allowed to withdraw at any time during the experiment process.

Measures

The SSG scale [?, ?] was based on Chinese culture, and the SRF scale was
originally in English. Two English scales were translated into Chinese using
back-translation, and the process was reviewed by two experts in English to
ensure accuracy.

Supervisor-subordinate guanzi. We used the 12-item self-report Multifactor
Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi Questionnaire (SSGQ) [?, ?] to measure SSG.
The SSGQ scale measured various aspects of affective attachment, personal-life
inclusion, and deference to supervisors with 4 items each, and the alphas of
three dimensions were , respectively. The affective attachment dimension in-
cludes items such as “My supervisor and I always share thoughts, opinions, and
feelings about work and life.” A sample item from the personal-life dimension is
“During holidays, my supervisor and I call or visit each other.” The deference
to supervisor dimension measures situations such as “I am willing to obey my
supervisor unconditionally.”

Self-requlatory focus. We used the 18-item self-report Promotion/Prevention
Scale [?, 7, 7, ?] to measure individual SRF. Respondents rated each item on a
9-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all true of me) to 9 (very true of
me). Sample items from the promotion focus include “I frequently imagine how
I will achieve my hopes and aspirations” and “I typically focus on the success I
hope to achieve in the future.” The prevention focus includes items such as “I
am anxious that I will fall short of my responsibilities and obligations” and “I
often worry that I will fail to accomplish my academic goals.” The effectiveness
of the SRF manipulation was assessed by two items following the scenario from
1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so): “To what extent do you consider yourself
a promotion-focused person?” and “To what extent do you consider yourself a
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prevention-focused person?” Cronbach’ s alpha reliability for this scale was .

Employee silence. A single item was used to measure the extent to which partici-
pants were willing to be silent. Participants rated “To what extent did you agree
with your leaders’ opinion with consideration about your guanxi?” on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (extremely disagree) to 7 (extremely agree). Cronbach’ s
alpha reliability was .

Control variables. We controlled for participants’ age, gender, education, and
tenure because of their potential effects on silence behavior (). Age as a con-
tinuous variable was self-reported in years. Gender was dummy coded (0 =
men, 1 = women). Education was measured on an ordinal scale ranging from 1
(completed bachelor’ s degree) to 4 (obtained doctorate). Tenure was measured
on an ordinal scale from 1 (less than 2 years) to 4 (10 or more years).

Manipulation Check

To control for alternative explanations of our findings, we performed a twofold
manipulation check. We controlled for scenario realism with one item developed
by Fedor and colleagues [?, ?], captured on a 5-point scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). We also used an expert panel drawn from four
university faculty members comprising professors who have published research
papers on guanxi and personality. According to the definitions and items for
SSG and SRF, all four judges stated that the scenario captured the nature of
three different dimensions of SSG and two types of SRF. Thus, the scenario
manipulation was considered successful.

Results
Manipulation Checks

A 3 (affective attachment, personal-life inclusion vs. deference to supervisor)
x2 (promotion vs. prevention) analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that par-
ticipants described as ambitious, innovative, and eager considered themselves
more promotion-focused relative to those characterized as vigilant, prudent,
and conservative (M = 5.92,SD = 1.807 vs. M = 2.04,SD = 1.870, respec-
tively, F' = 255.728,p = .001). These participants also perceived themselves
as being less prevention-focused in the same situation (M = 2.18,SD = 1.760
vs. M = 5.87,5D = 1.794, respectively, F = 247.446,p = .001).

After the manipulation checks, we performed a univariate ANOVA to test the
effects of SSG and SRF on ES while controlling for demographic characteristics
(age, gender, and tenure). Levene’ s test of equality of error variance showed
that the error variance of ES was equal across groups (F = 1.645,p = .149).
The between-subjects ANOVA showed that both main effects were significant.
Significant differences were present between the three dimensions of SSG (F' =
8.175,p = .001) and the two types of SRF (F = 75.592,p = .001) on ES. For the
main effect of SSG on ES, ES was positively related to deference to supervisor
(M = 4.64,5D = 1.538), affective attachment (M = 3.83,SD = 1.728), and to a
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lesser extent, personal-life inclusion (M = 3.77,SD = 1.589). Thus, Hypothesis
1 was supported.

The two-factor interaction test (SSG xSRF) showed that the moderating effect
of SRF was significant (F = 6.351,p = .002, Adjusted R?> = .306). Thus,
Hypothesis 2 was supported (see Fig. 1 [Figure 1: see original paper]).

Fig. 1. The Moderating Effect of Self-regulatory Focus.

SSG = supervisor-subordinate guanxi; Focus = self-regulatory focus; Silence =
employee silence

In the affective attachment situation, relative to promotion-focused subordi-
nates, prevention-focused subordinates were more apt to remain silent when
they had valuable suggestions that differed from their supervisors’ opinions
(M =4.89,5SD =1.371 vs. M = 2.79,SD = 1.380, respectively). The same pat-
tern was observed for both the personal-life inclusion (M = 4.79,SD = 1.298
vs. M =2.77,5D = 1.158, respectively) and deference to supervisor situations
(M =4.97,5D = 1.614 vs. M = 4.30,SD = 1.392, respectively).

Discussion

This study aimed to determine whether SSG leads to ES when subordinates have
valuable but dissenting thoughts from their supervisors in the workplace, and
to examine the moderating role of SRF in this relationship. To our knowledge,
although current research makes great contributions to the silence literature,
studies on ES have not gained as much attention as voice behavior research [?, ?].
Additionally, indigenous empirical research on employees’ behavior remains un-
derdeveloped [?, ?], and SSG theory is still in the early stage of development
[?, ?]. Our study attempts to fill this void by investigating the relationships
among SSG, SRF, and ES. As expected, there are significant positive relation-
ships between each dimension of SSG and ES and a significant moderating effect
for SRF. The implications and suggestions for future studies are as follows.

Theoretical Implications

First, our study contributes significantly to the understanding of guanxi liter-
ature and extends the ES research domain. The primary contribution lies in
examining whether the three individual dimensions of SSG could induce ES
independently. Unlike the basic principle of mutual trust and appreciation,
which suggests that closer interpersonal relationships between subordinates and
supervisors correlate with greater communication [?, 7, 7, ?], each individual
dimension of SSG is positively and significantly related to ES, specifically under
conditions of deference to supervisor. Our findings challenge research showing
that SSG, via the mediating effect of leaders’ trust, is negatively related to ES
[?, ?], and highlight the significant role played by deference to supervisor, which
has not received sufficient attention in Li et al.” s (2012) study with a unidimen-
sional measure of SSG. Furthermore, our findings verify previous explorations of
the relationship between employees’ obedience to authority and their consequent
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silence behavior. For instance, Lu and Xie (2013) found that even when sub-
ordinates have concerns about established politics or decisions, they are more
willing to keep silent since they fear their dissents would provoke the leader. It is
not uncommon in Chinese society that people, under the influence of traditional
Confucianism and social values, attach much importance to maintaining good
relationships with supervisors and are reluctant to voice dissent given the risk
of relationship breakdown. “Silence is gold” ; considering the potential benefits
of guanxi, subordinates view SSG establishment as a shortcut to promotion, so
they are more willing to remain silent to please their supervisors, even at the
cost of collective interests.

Second, our findings provide insight into the moderating effects of SRF on the
relationships between each individual dimension of SSG and ES, and further ver-
ify previous studies on its impact on work-related attitudes. Prevention-focused
subordinates are more likely to remain silent than those with a promotion fo-
cus when encountering workplace dilemmas. Guided by needs for security and
fulfillment of responsibility [?, ?], prevention-focused subordinates seek “ought”
goals and fear being in mismatched or undesirable situations [?, ?]. Therefore,
they are more inclined to be “yes men”who obey instructions instead of speaking
up their dissents. Our findings verify previous research that promotion and pre-
vention focus, both of which guide employees’ behavior to improve work-related
outcomes [?, ?], must challenge authority to express suggestions or concerns
[?, ?]. Tt can be found that prevention-focused people are more sensitive to
leaders’ authority.

Practical Implications

Our findings offer several practical implications for human resource manage-
ment. First, our study can be regarded as a call for public organizations that
supervisors should maintain an appropriate distance from their subordinates
to reduce the negative influence of SSG on ES and encourage subordinates
to voice their opinions. Considering the bureaucracy- and obedience-centered
culture in China, it is strongly recommended that supervisors monitor their
authoritarian behavior. From an institutional perspective, more work needs to
be done to restrict and decentralize supervisor power. For instance, expanding
upward feedback channels, both public and private, to gather different opinions
before making decisions. Regarding specific targets of upward communication
[?, ?], supervisors should be more approachable and responsive, attending to
subordinates’ feelings and needs. Additionally, there should be more equal and
face-to-face communication between supervisors and subordinates to cultivate
subordinates’ sense of belonging and motivate them to voice their thoughts more
frequently.

Second, our study provides deeper understanding of the driving forces behind
employees’ job motivation and decisions for human resource managers. Since
prevention-focused people are more sensitive to perceived risk and tend to make
safe choices [?, 7, 7, ?], one approach is enhancing transparency in performance-
assessment systems and resource allocation to remove deficiencies in psycholog-
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ical safety and collapse the “wall of silence.” Additionally, supervisors should
give subordinates timely and constructive feedback to enhance their enthusiasm
and innovative actions. Moreover, it is critical to organize cohesive and multi-
disciplinary work groups in which subordinates feel free to speak up, exchange
information, and cooperate, thereby building a sense of trust and identification
and effectively reducing their tendency to remain silent.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

There are several potential limitations in the current study. First, the measure
of SRF was developed in a Western context with proven reliability and validity,
but it may not be suitable for Chinese people. Additionally, participants were
recruited from three universities in Chinese mainland. Data from more areas
and groups are needed to generalize our results. Furthermore, since our findings
are based on Chinese culture, the positive relationship between SSG and ES may
not be as strong in other cultures, especially in Western contexts that are less
similar to Chinese culture. We suggest that future studies verify our conclusions
from a multicultural perspective.
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