
OR I G I N A L R E S E A R C H

Understanding the Link BetweenWork-Related and
Non-Work-Related Supervisor–Subordinate
Relationships and Affective Commitment: The
Mediating and Moderating Roles of Psychological
Safety
Yu Gao , Haiyan Liu , Yuechi Sun

School of Economics and Management, China University of Geosciences (Beijing), Beijing, People’s Republic of China

Correspondence: Haiyan Liu, Email liuhy@cugb.edu.cn

Purpose: Based on social information processing (SIP) model and conservation of resources (COR) theory, this paper is to examine
the mediating and moderating roles of psychological safety (PS) in the relationship between work-related leader-member exchange
(LMX)/non-work-related supervisor-subordinate guanxi (SSG) and employee affective commitment (AC).
Participants and Methods: Cross-sectional data came from 213 enterprise employees in China. The participants completed the
LMX scale, SSG scale, PS scale, and AC scale. SPSS PROCESS macro and RWA-Web were used to test the research hypothesis.
Results: Both LMX and SSG were positively related to employee AC. LMX was more strongly associated with AC than SSG. PS
partially mediated the influence of LMX/SSG on AC. PS negatively moderated the influence of LMX on AC, whereas it did not
moderate the influence of SSG on AC.
Conclusion: Different types of supervisor-subordinate relationships (SSR) were both beneficial to employee AC, and work-related
LMX was more closely related to employee AC. Different types of SSR could both affect employee AC through PS. In addition, high
PS also reduced the relationship between LMX and employee AC. Therefore, in the context of Chinese culture, enhancing employees’
AC within an enterprise can not only pay attention to the work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG but also the appropriate
cultivation of employees’ PS.
Keywords: leader-member exchange, supervisor-subordinate guanxi, psychological safety, affective commitment

Introduction
In the era of digital economy with the increasingly fierce market competition and the deepening organizational reform,
enterprises have deeply realized that talent competition is the core of enterprise competition. However, in the era of
digital economy, the traditional management system and talent management model of enterprises have been impacted,
and the work values of employees have also undergone great changes. For example, employees expect not only higher
remuneration packages but also personal career development. They not only pursue personal freedom and work
autonomy but also pay more attention to professional environment and atmosphere.1 At this time, in order to achieve
better career prospects, employees do not hesitate to change jobs frequently, lack of loyalty and sense of responsibility to
the organization,1 and reduce their commitment to the organization. Under lower organizational commitment, employees
are reluctant to invest too much enthusiasm and energy,2 which will reduce employee work performance,3 and the
reduction of employee work performance will affect the overall performance of the enterprise, which is not conducive to
the stable operation and sustainable development of the enterprise. Faced with this situation, how to improve employees’
commitment to the organization has become a major problem for enterprise managers.
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Organizational commitment is an employee’s work attitude.4 The concept of organizational commitment first
proposed by Becker,5 and extended by Meyer and Allen,6 believing that organizational commitment is “feelings and/
or beliefs concerning the employee’s relationship with an organization”, which includes three dimensions: affective
commitment (AC), continuance commitment, and normative commitment.6 AC is the employee’s emotional attachment
to, identification with, and involvement in the organization, as well as their strong desire to stay in the organization,6

which is the core essence of organizational commitment.7 Moreover, due to China’s “human sentiment culture”, “human
sentiment” has become a key factor in maintaining the relationship between individuals or between individuals and
organizations.8 Therefore, in the context of Chinese culture, improving employees’ AC to the organization will be of
more practical significance.

In previous management practices, managers mostly enhanced employee AC via increasing compensation, provid-
ing promotion opportunities, enhancing employees’ work autonomy, focusing on employees’ personal development,
and developing workplace spirituality,9–11 but the results were minimal. The reason may be that organizations in
Chinese society have the characteristics of “relation-oriented”,12 and employees do not exist in isolation but interact
with leaders/team members in teams/organizations, which further affect their own commitment or reciprocal
behavior.13 Both leader-member exchange (LMX) and supervisor-subordinate guanxi (SSG) emphasizes the quality
of supervisor-subordinate relationships (SSR).14 However, LMX is a work-related task exchange relationship, while
SSG is a non-work-related private exchange relationship,15 and they also have significant differences in cultural origins,
reciprocity rules, and focus priorities.16 Therefore, only considering the impact of a single aspect of the interaction
between employees and leaders on employee AC may not be comprehensive. Yang and Liang17 also pointed out that the
lack of organizational system and the influence of traditional concepts in China’s transitional society make the
communication between supervisors and subordinates depend on work and non-work interpersonal relationships at
the same time. Therefore, it is necessary to comprehensively examine the influence of different types of SSR on
employee AC.

Looking at the existing literature, it can be summarized as follows: (1) Few studies have explored the relationship
between SSG and employee AC. Instead, most of them have examined the relationship between LMX and employee AC,
and the current conclusions on the relationship between LMX and employee AC have not been unified. For example,
most studies have found that LMX can cultivate employee AC.18,19 However, Zhou and Shi20 pointed out that in order to
maintain or improve their LMX relationships, employees will form a competitive relationship with colleagues, causing
team relationship conflicts, which is not conducive to employee AC. Lee et al21 found that employees with high
psychological power do not have a strong sense of obligation to repay the preferential treatment given by leaders,
thereby reducing their own affective organizational commitment levels. (2) Few studies have considered and compared
the influence of work-related LMX/non-work-related SSG on employee AC at the same time. Instead, most studies on the
influence of different types of SSR on employees’ work behaviors (such as helping behavior, knowledge hiding behavior,
voice behavior) and other work attitudes (such as turnover intention, job satisfaction, organizational commitment). For
example, Zhang et al14 found that SSG was positively associated with employee helping behavior towards the leader by
improving person – supervisor fit, while LMX was negatively associated with employee turnover intention by improving
person – organization fit. Song et al22 argued that leader-member guanxi and LMX can positively affect employees’ voice
behavior via employees’ psychological states (psychological meaningfulness and psychological safety (PS)). Miao et al16

found that the relative weight of SSG in predicting turnover intention, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment
was lower than that of LMX. He et al15 found that both LMX and SSG were negatively correlated with employee
knowledge hiding behavior. (3) In the research on the relationship between LMX and employee AC, some scholars have
found that person – organization fit,14,23 psychological contract breach,24 PhDs’ satisfaction with HR practices,25

organizational social exchange and organizational economic exchange26 plays an important process mechanism in the
relationship between the two, while supervisor’s organizational embodiment,27 perceived organizational support,28

different promoters25 acts as an important boundary condition in the relationship between the two. However, few studies
have explored the psychological mechanism between different types of SSR and employee AC from a cognitive
perspective. As we all know, cognition can be used to predict employee AC.29 Existing studies have also begun to
examine the role of cognition in the relationship between different antecedents and employee AC.30,31 Based on the
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above limitations, we will compare how and under what conditions different types of SSR can affect employee AC from
a cognitive perspective.

Social information processing(SIP) model believes that external information that employees obtain in the workplace
not only directly affect employees’ attitudes and behaviors but also indirectly affect employees’ attitudes and behaviors
through their cognitive construct.32,33 Therefore, this paper regards LMX and SSG as important external information/
resources obtained by employees, which will affect employees’ cognition and then affect employees’ AC. Since PS refers
to employees’ cognition of the consequences of interpersonal risks in the work environment,15,34 the improvement of PS
will enhance employees’ trust in leaders and organizations, and they are willing to pour their personal emotions into the
organization and enhance their AC.35 Therefore, this article will explore the mediating role of PS in the relationship
between different types of SSR and AC. Furthermore, numerous studies have shown that a variable can play a mediating
and moderating role at the same time.36,37 Gao and Liu38 also pointed out that PS is an important factor to evaluate the
effect of leaders on employee work attitudes. Hence, based on conservation of resources(COR) theory, this paper regards
PS as a kind of interpersonal resource,38 and believes that different resources will not exist independently, but will
interact and influence each other.39 In other words, different types of SSR should interact with PS to influence employee
AC. Employees with high PS resources will not be distracted from dealing with interpersonal relationships, thus better
protecting existing SSR resources and having the ability to continuously obtain more new resources, which will benefit
employees’ AC to the organization. Employees with low PS resources will spend more time on resource protection. Even
if employees have high-quality SSR resources, their ability to obtain new resources is also weak, which should reduce
employees’ emotional attachment and identification with the organization. Therefore, this article will also explore the
moderating role of PS in the relationship between different types of SSR and AC.

To sum up, based on SIP model and COR theory, this paper brings PS into the conceptual model of LMX/SSG on
employees’ AC, the mediating and moderating model of the influence of LMX/SSG on employees’ AC were constructed.
The contributions of this article are as follows: (1) In previous studies on AC, many studies have paid attention to the role
of work-related LMX, while few have examined the role of work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG at the same
time, and few have compared the influence mechanism of different types of SSR on AC. This paper examines the
influence of work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG on employee AC at the same time, supplements and expands
the factors that enhance employee AC, helps to understand the differences between different types of SSR, and provides
a theoretical basis for enterprise management practice. (2) Previous studies rarely explored the process mechanism and
boundary conditions between different types of SSR and employee AC from a cognitive perspective. This paper provides
a new perspective, introducing a cognitive variable (PS) to supplement previous studies, and using PS as both a mediator
and moderator variable to examine the relationship between different types of SSR and employee AC. We demonstrate
that PS can affect employee AC through a variety of different models, helping to deepen understanding of the role of PS.
(3) In previous studies, the conclusions on the relationship between LMX and employee AC have not been unified. This
paper introduces PS and clarifies the moderating effect of PS between LMX and employee AC. Specifically, the higher
the PS, the weaker the relationship between LMX and AC. It helps to clarify the reasons for the inconsistent role of LMX
to a certain extent.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
SIP model points out that the social environment will generate various types of information (such as observation of work,
behavioral experience of work, interpersonal interaction among colleagues, or others’ evaluation of work), which have
the characteristics of sociality, wide sources, and multiple channels. It can be instant or reminiscence. After receiving all
kinds of information, people will encode, store and interpret the information, which directly affect perceptions, attitudes
and behaviors.33 In addition, based on theories of cognition, social judgment and attribution, Zalesny and Ford33

supplements the mediating process (such as the process of social learning, the process of attribution, and the cognitive
process of coding and judgment) of the influence of social information on attitudes and behaviors. At present, SIP model
has been applied to the research of leadership styles on employees’ work attitudes and behaviors.40,41

COR theory argues that people will strive to preserve, protect, invest and construct resources to avoid potential or
actual loss of resources.42 Resources include a series of things cherished by individuals, such as objects, materials,
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knowledge, time, motivations, situations, and relations.42–44 Therefore, people who have more resources are less
vulnerable to the impact of resource loss and more able to gain new resources, while people with less resources are
more vulnerable to the threat of resource loss and less able to gain new resources.39 At present, COR theory has also been
applied to the research of leadership styles on employees’ work attitudes and behaviors.38,45

Different Types of SSR and AC
At present, different types of SSR can be divided into LMX and SSG. Both LMX and SSG are based on social exchange
theory, emphasizing the quality of the relationship between supervisors and subordinates.14 These two relationships have
also been proved to be related to important work outcomes such as knowledge sharing, knowledge hiding,15 job
satisfaction, turnover intention.16 However, these two relationships are also different. For example: (1) Different cultural
origins. LMX derives from the Western cultural background, while SSG derives from the Oriental cultural background.
Both of them have been proven to be applicable in cross-cultural studies.46,47 (2) Different exchange situations. LMX
mainly involves the work exchange between supervisors and subordinates in the workplace. Supervisors and subordinates
interact with each other based on work goals and work contents in the exchange process.16,48 SSG mainly involves the
private exchange between supervisors and subordinates outside the workplace, such as home visits and give gifts.
Supervisors and subordinates will establish and maintain a close personal relationship in the exchange process.16,48 (3)
Different reciprocity rules. LMX emphasizes rational factors, follows fair and equal exchange of interests, and aims to do
a good job and build a good work order.48 SSG emphasizes perceptual factors, follows different and unequal rights and
obligations according to their respective roles.49 (4) Different focus priorities. LMX focuses on competence, contribution
and employment relationship, puts work in the first place, and personal relationship is the result of work exchange.14,50

SSG focuses on emotion, loyalty and family relationship, puts personal relationship in the first place. After cultivating the
relationship, exchange will follow.14,50 In other words, LMX derived from the Western cultural background pays more
attention to the short-term exchange of equal interests. Although leaders also develop personal relationships with
employees, they are often warned to clearly distinguish between non-work issues and work activities, and personal
relationships at this time are the result of delegation-performance interactions.50 Yang and Liang17 also mentioned that
based on an affect theory of social exchange, although any interpersonal interactions will awaken emotion, there are also
differences in intensity and valence of emotion. SSG derived from the Oriental cultural background pays more attention
to the long-term and unequal exchange of interests. Supervisors have the right to hire subordinates they like and fire
subordinates they do not like.51 Hence, subordinates generally attach importance to establishing and maintaining a good
personal relationship with their supervisors to seek protection or career development. At the same time, maintaining
a good personal relationship between supervisors and subordinates is also conducive to better organizational
management.48,50

SIP model believes that social environment contains important information clues, and employees will shape their own
attitudes and behaviors through these information clues.52 Based on SIP model, both work-related LMX and non-work-
related SSG can be used as important information/resources for employees.38,40 However, work-related LMX and non-
work-related SSG will affect employees’ attitude (AC) in different ways. For example, LMX pays more attention to
working relationship than personal or friendship relationship.53 Therefore, employees with high-quality LMX relation-
ship will receive instrumental support from leaders such as having more opportunities, work autonomy, and more
participation in organizational activities,54,55 and acquiring information, knowledge, and skills related to task
completion.50 Continuous delegation-performance interactions will lead to trust, respect and support between leaders
and employees over time,50 and this trust, respect and support refer specifically to individuals’ evaluation of each other’s
professional capabilities and behaviors, rather than liking-based dimensions of interpersonal attraction and bonding.53 At
this time, under the influence of work-related LMX information, employees interact more closely with the organization,
may show positive work attitudes and improve their sense of belonging and loyalty to the enterprise.14 On the contrary,
SSG pays more attention to personal relationship than working relationship.14 Therefore, employees with high-quality
SSG will receive emotional support from their leaders such as care, attention, special treatment, and support.46 At this
time, employees will enhance their self-esteem and self-confidence,16 have more trust in leaders and improve their
commitment to the supervisor.56 Since supervisors are often regarded as agents of the organization, subordinates often
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attribute favorable treatment obtained from supervisors to the entire organization,57 and consider themselves as an
important member of the organization.16 Frear et al58 argue that subordinates who feel supported and cared by super-
visors will be more committed to the well-being of the organization and more loyal to the organization. Moreover, the
phenomenon of “love me, love my dog” is widespread in the context of Chinese culture, that is, “the love for somebody
or something extends to everything related with it”.59 Therefore, when a subordinate has a close personal relationship
with the supervisor, the subordinates’ favorable impression of the supervisor will extend to the supervisor’s organization,
and the subordinates’ AC to the supervisor will also extend to the organization. At this time, under the influence of non-
work-related SSG information, employees may also show positive work attitudes, improve emotional attachment to the
supervisor and even the organization, and enhance AC to the organization. Furthermore, based on social exchange
theory,60 employees with high-quality LMX/SSG also believes that they have the obligation to repay the preferential
treatment given by the leader and enhance their AC. The existing empirical studies also support this inference. For
example, Wong61 argue that LMX promotes employee loyalty to leaders, and employee loyalty to leaders promotes
employee AC. Miao et al note that SSG can positively affect organizational commitment.16 This conclusion has also been
verified in the study of Gao and Liu.38 Robert and Vandenberghe19 suggest that LMX can positively affect AC. This
conclusion has also been verified in the study of Gara et al.18

Chinese culture pays more attention to human sentiment. However, LMX attaches importance to the spontaneity of
intimacy after equal exchange and ignores personal relationship, while SSG puts personal relationship in the first place.62

Therefore, we believe that SSG should be more beneficial to employee AC than LMX. In addition, influenced by Chinese
Confucian culture, enterprises like to create long-term family-like interpersonal interactions. However, LMX places more
emphasis on short-term work exchange relationship and pays less attention to the construction of long-term relationship.
SSG places more emphasis on relatively long-term exchange relationship and supervisors care about subordinates’
personal emotions and lives.48 At this point, employees receive emotional support (such as trust, recognition, acceptance,
and care) from leaders may generate more emotional exchange and enhance their emotional attachment and loyalty to the
organization than receive instrumental support (such as task arrangement and work support) from leaders. Existing
research on employee cognition and behavior can support this inference. For example, Zhang et al14 shows that SSG is
more strongly associated with person–supervisor fit than LMX. Deng et al48 argue that SSG is more strongly associated
with innovative behavior than LMX. To sum up, the following hypotheses are put forward.

Hypothesis 1a: LMX is positively associated with AC.

Hypothesis 1b: SSG is positively associated with AC.

Hypothesis 1c: SSG has a greater impact on AC than does LMX.

The Mediating and Moderating Role of PS
PS refers to employees’ cognition of the consequences of taking interpersonal risks in the work environment.15,34 It is the
interpersonal belief that taking interpersonal risks in the work environment will not be criticized, rejected or punished.63

SIP model believes that “attitudes and needs are cognitive products that result from the processing of information
about the attitude object and past behaviors in a social context”.64 Hence, employees who receive positive instrumental
or emotional information from leaders will adjust their cognition accordingly, and then affect their attitudes and
behaviors. In other words, we argue that the high-quality relationship between leaders and employees should improve
employee PS. Specifically, employees with high-quality LMX relationship will receive instrumental support informa-
tion from the leader, and this information can help employees eliminate concerns and uncertainties in the work process,
reduce perceived risks in the work process,15 and enhance employee self-confidence. At the same time, employees also
believe that they express, make suggestions and challenge the current way of doing things will be understood by the
leader,65 thus enhancing their PS. Kark and Carmeli66 also shows that high-quality interpersonal environment can
enhance employees’ self-confidence and enable employees to express themselves freely without fear of embarrassment
or punishment, which is beneficial to promote employee PS. On the contrary, oppressive, marginalized and exploitative
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work environment will bring uncertainty and fear to employees, which is not conducive to the cultivation of their PS.30

Employees with high-quality SSG will receive emotional support information from the leader, and this information will
make employees feel cared for, recognized and accepted. Long-term interpersonal interactions between leaders and
employees can improve employee PS over time.22 This information may also send signals that employees do not have
to worry about being rejected or punished for making mistakes or taking interpersonal risks, enhancing interpersonal
trust in leaders.67 Employees’ trust in leaders can reduce employees’ perception of threats and hostility in the
environment, and thus enhancing PS.15 On the contrary, employees with low-quality SSG will become distrustful of
their leaders and feel the potential pressure in interpersonal interactions, which is bound to reduce employee PS. Based
on SIP model, we believe that the improvement of employee PS will further shape employees’ work attitude (AC). For
example, employees with high PS will experience more freedom, support and respect, and will form emotional
attachment and identification with the organization,29 which makes them more willing to stay in the organization and
strengthen their AC. Employees with high PS are also more willing to establish positive interpersonal relationships with
colleagues/organizations and promote interpersonal cooperation and reciprocal behavior,30 which is beneficial to further
enhance employee AC. On the contrary, employees with low PS will experience uncertainty and interpersonal risks
(such as neglect, ridicule and scolding),68 and become distrustful of others, which is bound to hinder employee
emotional attachment to the organization.31 Previous empirical studies also verify this inference. For example, He
et al15 note that both LMX and SSG can promote PS. Chen et al29 proves that PS of prote’ge’s can promote their AC.
Although few empirical studies examined PS can mediate the effect of different types of SSR on employee AC, Huang
et al30 note that decent work (perceived working conditions such as freedom, inclusion, trust, and respect) can promote
PS, and then promote employee AC. In addition, we also find that PS plays a mediating role in the relationship between
different types of SSR and employee work behaviors. For example, Hu et al69 note that high-quality LMX can promote
employee voice behavior by improving employee PS. He et al15 argue that different types of SSR can improve
employee PS, thereby reducing employee knowledge hiding behavior. Therefore, the following hypotheses are put
forward.

Hypothesis 2a: PS will mediate the relationship between LMX and AC.

Hypothesis 2b: PS will mediate the relationship between SSG and AC.

Due to a variable can play a mediating and moderating role at the same time, and mediation and moderation models
themselves do not conflict.37 Therefore, this paper believes that PS is not only affected by different types of SSR but also
constantly moderate the influence of different types of SSR on employee AC. Gao and Liu38 also pointed out that PS is
an important factor to evaluate the effect of leaders on employee work attitudes. Based on COR theory, high-quality
LMX and SSG can be regarded as important information/resources obtained by employees while PS can be regarded as
a kind of interpersonal resource.38 Different resources do not exist independently, while interact with each other like
a moving “caravan”.70 Therefore, different types of SSR should interact with PS to affect employee AC. According to the
COR theory, person with more resources is less susceptible to resource loss and more able to acquire new resources.39

We speculate that employees with high PS resources will feel protected and valued by the organization.71 They will relax,
pleasant, speak freely,72 and do not worry about negative interpersonal consequences. At this time, PS resources will
enable employees not to be distracted from dealing with interpersonal relationships, so as to better protect existing
resources, avoid resource loss, and continuously obtain new resources,38 which should enhance employees’ sense of
belonging and loyalty to their organization. On the contrary, person with fewer resources is more susceptible to resource
loss and have lower ability to acquire new resources.39 We speculate that employees with low PS resources worry about
being criticized or punished for freely expressing opinions or making suggestions,29 becoming suspicious and distrustful
of each other.72 At this point, employees will spend more time protecting themselves and are more vulnerable to stress
from resource loss. Even if employees have high-quality LMX or SSG resources, employees have less ability to acquire
new resources, which should reduce employees’ emotional attachment and identification with the organization.
Therefore, the following hypotheses are put forward.
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Hypothesis 3a: PS will moderate the positive relationship between LMX and AC, that is, the higher the PS, the stronger
the relationship between them.

Hypothesis 3b: PS will moderate the positive relationship between SSG and AC, that is, the higher the PS, the stronger
the relationship between them.

To summarize the above, the conceptual model of this article is as follows (Figure 1).

Materials and Methods
Participants
This article was supported by the ethics committee of all author’s institution. Subsequently, the experimenters posted
information on the Internet to recruit enterprise employees, and used snowball sampling. All employees must meet the
following criteria before conducting the questionnaire survey: (1) One member of a private enterprise, or a state-owned
enterprise. (2) Self-reported chronological age of participants is over 18 years old. (3) No mental deficiency or dyslexia.
The employees recruited from scientific and technological enterprises, manufacturing, and service industries located in
Shandong, Beijing, Guangdong, Hunan and other provinces and cities. Next, employees were informed of the purpose
and requirements of this study and were guaranteed the right to withdraw from the questionnaire at any time. The
experimenters provided employees with a questionnaire link from the “Wenjuanxing” platform. Employees’ response-
bias can be eliminated by setting guidelines (ensure the anonymity of employees’ answers) and response-bias identifica-
tion item (please select “disagree” for this question). Finally, a total of 254 questionnaires were recovered, invalid
questionnaires were screened out (such as incorrect answer to identification item, choose the same option), and 213 valid
questionnaires were obtained (the response rate was 83.9%). Demographically 53.1% were male, whereas the remaining
46.9% were female. About 13.1% were more than 35-year-old, 53.1% were between 26 and 35 years old, 33.8% were 25-
year-old and below. 25.4% were master and above, 52.1% were undergraduate, 22.5% were junior college and below.
30.5% were managers, 69.5% were ordinary employees. In addition, chi-square test was conducted on the gender
variable of early employees (N=118) and late employees (N=95), as well as early employees (N=118) and all employees
(N=213).73,74 It was found that there was no significant difference between the variable in this study (P>0.05), indicating
that the problem of non-response bias can be excluded.

Measures
All questionnaires in this paper are in Chinese format. We translated and retranslated all questionnaires to ensure
compliance with the original intent to the greatest extent and make it easier for participants to understand.75 All
questionnaires were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

The 12-item scale given by Liden and Maslyn76 was employed to determine LMX. Sample item is “It is very
interesting to work with supervisors”. In our study, Cronbach’s alpha of LMX was 0.90. The 6-item scale given by Law
et al77 was used to measure SSG. Sample item is “During holidays or non-standard working hours, I would call my
supervisor or visit him/her”. In our study, Cronbach’s alpha of SSG was 0.90. The 7-item scale given by Edmondson63

Figure 1 The conceptual model.
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was adapted to measure PS. Sample items are “All members can ask questions and stick to their ideas in this team” and
“In this team, it is difficult to ask other members for help (reverse scored)”. In this work, Cronbach’s alpha of PS was
0.60. The reliability is general, but 0.6 is also acceptable for the 5–9 item scale.78 The 6-item scale given by Meyer and
Allen6 was employed to determine AC. An example item is “Personally, this enterprise means a lot to me”. In the study,
Cronbach’s alpha of AC was 0.90. Considering that gender, age, education level, and job category have been shown to
affect AC in previous studies.18,79 We controlled for variables such as gender, age, education level and job category.

Analysis
Mplus 8.0, SPSS 24.0 and RWA-Web were used for data processing. First, Mplus 8.0 was used for confirmatory factor
analysis. Second, SPSS 24.0 was used for common method bias test, descriptive statistics and Pearson product difference
correlation analysis. Next, SPSS PROCESS macro was used to test the research hypothesis.80 At the same time, RWA-Web
was used for relative weight analysis81 to compare the relative contributions of independent variables to dependent variables.
This method separates the contribution of each independent variable, which can avoid the disadvantages of misleading
information caused by the difference comparison of traditional correlation coefficient and regression analysis coefficient.48

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The results are shown in Table 1. Since the fitting data of the initial four-factor model was not very ideal (χ2/df=3.14,
p<0.001, RMSEA=0.10, CFI=0.80, TLI=0.78, SRMR=0.08), we revised the model according to the modification indices
reported by the software.82 The revised data fitting effect was good (χ2/df=2.05, p<0.001, RMSEA=0.07, CFI=0.90,
TLI=0.89, SRMR=0.07), and the four-factor model was significantly better than other models, indicating that the
measurement scale has good discriminant validity.

Common Method Bias Test
Harman’s single-factor test method was used to conduct principal component factor analysis on all items of the study
variable, and the first principal component before rotation was 34.297%, which was lower than the critical standard of
40%, indicating that there was no common method bias.

Means, Standard Deviations, Variable Intercorrelations
The results are shown in Table 2. It can be seen from Table 2 that LMX, SSG, PS and AC were all positively correlated.
It can lay a foundation for subsequent data analysis.

Hypothesis Testing
SPSS process macro was adopted for hypothesis testing. First, the control variables entering the equation were virtualized
(0, 1). Second, the simple mediation model 4 and moderation model 1 were selected and the bootstrapping method was
used to repeat sampling 5000 times. Finally, the standard error and 95% confidence interval of parameter estimation were
obtained to determine the direct and indirect effects. In addition, the relative weight analysis was used to compare the

Table 1 Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Factors χ2 df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

One factor model: LMX+SSG+PS+AC 2324.97 434 0.14 0.59 0.56 0.10

Two factor model: LMX+SSG+PS, AC 1789.15 433 0.12 0.70 0.68 0.09

Three factor model: LMX+SSG, PS, AC 1721.07 431 0.12 0.72 0.70 0.09
Four factor model: LMX, SSG, PS, AC 1344.53 428 0.10 0.80 0.78 0.08

Abbreviations: LMX, leader-member exchange; SSG, supervisor-subordinate guanxi; PS, psychological safety; AC, affective commitment;
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; SRMR, standardized root mean square
residual.
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differences of independent variables, the bootstrapping method was used to repeat sampling 10,000 times, and the Alpha
value was set to 0.05.

The results of the mediation effect and relative weight analysis are shown in Tables 3 and 4. As can be seen from the
table below, LMX and SSG have significant positive effects on AC. This proves hypothesis 1a and 1b. The relative
weight of LMX (RW=0.32, p<0.05) was greater than that of SSG (RW=0.11, p<0.05), and the percentage of predicted
variance of LMX was 74.56%, which was much larger than that of SSG (25.44%). Therefore, LMX has a greater impact
on AC than SSG. This does not support hypothesis 1c. LMX and SSG have significant positive effects on PS. PS has
significant positive effect on AC. After adding PS, the influence of LMX and SSG on AC were weakened. In addition,
the bootstrap 95% confidence interval of indirect effect does not include 0, and the bootstrap 95% confidence interval of

Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations of Variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1 LMX 3.92 0.69 —
2 SSG 3.14 0.88 0.54*** —

3 PS 3.10 0.53 0.53*** 0.28*** —

4 AC 3.83 0.79 0.64*** 0.45*** 0.57*** —

Note: N=213, ***p<0.001.
Abbreviations: LMX, leader-member exchange; SSG, supervisor-subordinate guanxi; PS, psychological safety; AC, affective commitment; M,
mean; SD, standard deviation.

Table 3 Results of the Mediating Role of PS

Variables Effect SE 95% CI

LMX

LMX→AC 0.52 0.07 [0.38, 0.66]
LMX→PS 0.40 0.05 [0.31, 0.50]

PS→AC 0.45 0.09 [0.28, 0.62]

LMX→PS→AC 0.18 0.04 [0.11, 0.27]

SSG

SSG→AC 0.27 0.05 [0.17, 0.38]

SSG→PS 0.17 0.04 [0.08, 0.25]

PS→AC 0.68 0.08 [0.52, 0.85]
SSG→PS→AC 0.11 0.03 [0.06, 0.18]

Note: N=213.
Abbreviations: LMX, leader-member exchange; SSG, supervisor-subordinate guanxi; PS,
psychological safety; AC, affective commitment; SE, standard errors; 95% CI, the lower and
upper limits of a confidence interval, respectively.

Table 4 Results of the Relative Weight Analysis

Predictor b β RW CI-L CI-U RS-RW (%)

Criterion=AC (R2=0.42; F [2, 210] =76.84, p<0.001)

LMX 0.64*** 0.56 0.32* 0.21 0.39 74.56
SSG 0.13* 0.14 0.11* 0.04 0.15 25.44

Note: N=213, *p<0.05, ***p<0.001.
Abbreviations: LMX, leader-member exchange; SSG, supervisor-subordinate guanxi; AC, affective commitment; b, unstandardized regression weight; β, standardized
regression weight; RW, raw relative weight; CI-L, lower bound of confidence interval used to test the statistical significance of raw weight; CI-U, upper bound of confidence
interval used to test the statistical significance of raw weight; RS-RW, relative weight rescaled as a percentage of predicted variance in the criterion variable attributed to
each predictor.
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direct effect does not include 0, indicating that PS plays a partial mediating role in the total effect of different types of
SSR on AC, thus proving hypothesis 2a, 2b.

The results of the moderating effect test shows that the interaction between SSG and PS has no significant effect on
AC (β=- 0.08, SE = 0.04, t = −1.80, P > 0.05), 95% CI [- 0.16, 0.01], indicating that PS does not play a moderating role
in the relationship between SSG and AC. The interaction between LMX and PS has a significant negative impact on AC
(β=−0.08, SE=0.04, t=−2.03, p<0.05), 95% CI [−0.159, −0.002], indicating that PS moderate the relationship between
LMX and AC. Figure 2 shows the moderating effect diagram of PS drawn with reference to Aiken et al.83 With the
increase of PS, the predictive effect of LMX on AC decreased from β=0.42, p<0.001 to β=0.26, p<0.001. This does not
support hypothesis 3a, 3b.

Discussion
Based on SIP model and COR theory, this article examined the mediating and moderating roles of PS in the relationship
between work-related LMX/non-work-related SSG and employee AC. The findings support most hypotheses. LMX has
a greater impact on AC than SSG. LMX and SSG can not only directly affect employee AC but also indirectly affect
employee AC through PS. PS negatively moderates the effect of LMX on AC, whereas it does not moderate the influence
of SSG on AC.

Theoretical Implications
First, this article enriches the research on the antecedents of AC. Previous studies on AC have rarely examined the role
of non-work-related SSG, and less explored the differences between work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG.
This paper brings non-work-related SSG into research on AC, and compares the differential effects of work-related
LMX and non-work-related SSG on AC. The findings of this paper echo the views of previous studies, that is, LMX and
SSG are both interrelated and different from each other.15 The interrelation shows that both LMX and SSG can directly
affect employee AC, which is consistent with the hypothesis in this paper. The difference is that LMX is more
conducive to employee AC than SSG, which is inconsistent with the hypothesis in this paper, but the result is the
same as that of Miao et al,16 that is, LMX is more conducive to employee work attitudes (such as turnover intention,
organizational commitment, job satisfaction) than SSG. The reason may be that AC is one of the dimensions of
organizational commitment. It is an employee’s working attitude towards the organization, which is expressed as
identification and loyalty to the organization. Hence, the outcome variable is work rather than personal/non-work

Figure 2 Interaction between leader-member exchange and psychological safety on affective commitment.
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outcome. At this time, compared with SSG that pays more attention to non-working relationship, LMX that pays more
attention to working relationship may be more beneficial to employee AC. Furthermore, employees with high-quality
LMX will receive instrumental support from leaders, such as task-related knowledge, skill, and information. This is
a key resource for employees to serve the organization and can help employees overcome uncertainty at work. Based on
reciprocal norms, employees will also prefer to stay in the organization.14 However, SSG is a special personal
relationship that occurs in random interactions outside of the workplace. In Chinese culture, people often need to
develop and maintain some useful relationships for their own interests.84 However, when a person realizes that another
person interacts with him/her because of his/her own use value, he/she will feel very uncomfortable from the bottom of
his/her heart.84 Furthermore, using relationships to obtain work resources are often seen as corrupt, unethical, unfair,
and such exchanges are often discouraged.85 Therefore, compared with SSG, LMX may be more beneficial to
employee AC.

Second, this article deepens the understanding of the role of PS. Previous studies have rarely explored the process
mechanism and boundary conditions of the impact of different types of SSR on AC from a cognitive perspective. This article
confirms the complex process and action mechanism of PS between different types of SSR and AC. This is a rare study
linking PS as a mediator and moderator variable with different types of SSR and AC at the same time. The results confirm
that PS can partially mediate the relationship between different types of SSR and AC, and it also confirm that PS can
moderate the relationship between LMX and AC, while it does not confirm that PS can moderate the relationship between
SSG and AC. The reason may be that high-quality LMX emphasizes the task-related exchanges between supervisors and
subordinates rather than interpersonal interactions.14 Therefore, it is more necessary to interact with PS that makes mistakes
without punishment to stimulate employees’ AC. However, high-quality SSG emphasizes non-work social and personal
emotional exchanges. By strengthening interdependence, employees’ safety needs and leaders’ control needs can be met, and
interpersonal risks are very small.50 Therefore, employees’ AC can be directly promoted without interact with PS.

Third, this article explains the controversies over the relationship between LMX and AC. Previous studies on the
relationship between LMX and AC have inconsistent views. In order to clarify this controversy, this paper explores the
moderating effect of PS in the relationship between the two. It is found that the higher the PS, the weaker the relationship
between LMX and AC. This is inconsistent with our hypothesis, but echoes the inferences made by Edmondson and
Lei34 that PS does not always have positive effects and may also have negative effects. For example, high PS can make
people waste time on unimportant things or lose motivation to struggle, which will inevitably affect employees’ desire to
stay in the organization and reduce employee AC.

Practical Implications
First, pay attention to improving the relationship between supervisors and subordinates. Supervisors can give
subordinates some instrumental support, such as salary reward, free development space, more decision-making
scope, authorization. Pay attention to the needs of employees in a timely manner, provide them with appropriate
work resources, and help employees solve work-related problems. At the same time, supervisors should also give
subordinates appropriate emotional care, such as empathy, concern, encouragement, and develop trust and friendly
relations with subordinates through communication and interaction outside the workplace. Through the integration of
LMX and SSG to effectively enhance employee AC. Second, appropriately cultivate the PS of employees. Due to
different types of SSR can affect employee AC through PS. Therefore, organizations should attach importance to the
cultivation of employee PS. For example, supervisors can enhance subordinates’ self-confidence by giving subordi-
nates trust, support, communication, interaction and emotional care, make employees feel comfortable, can commu-
nicate openly and discuss mistakes at work, and be willing to share,86 then enhance PS. Supervisors can also actively
organize team building activities to enhance interpersonal interactions among team members, enhance mutual
friendships, resolve conflicts in team relationships, and thus improve PS of employees. In addition, high PS
negatively moderates the impact of LMX on AC. Therefore, organizations should not overdo it when cultivating
employee PS, that is, to avoid employees’ excessive PS. At this time, supervisors can clarify the division of labor in
the organization, set performance objectives and reward and punishment measures, so as to stimulate the struggle of
the spirit of employees and prevent employees from being content with the status quo.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2022:15 https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S367282

DovePress
1659

Dovepress Gao et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


Limitations and Future Research
This article also has certain limitations, and provides research directions for future research: First, the questionnaire in this
paper adopts the method of participant self-report, and the survey results may have subjective tendency. Future research may
use a combination of self-evaluation by participants and other evaluations by leaders and colleagues to improve the
objectivity and reliability of research results. Second, limited by the research time and cost, the participants in this paper
are enterprise employees under the background of Chinese collectivism culture. Therefore, whether the research results are
applicable to enterprises under the background of foreign individualism culture remains to be verified. Studies have
confirmed the applicability of LMX and SSG in cross-cultural research.46,47 Future research can conduct cross-cultural
research on different types of SSR and employee AC to further verify the conceptual model of this study. Third, this paper
adopts a cross-sectional study design, which may fail to identify the causal relationship between variables. However,
Spector87 pointed out that cross-sectional study design can be used when the expected pattern of relationships between
variables (exploratory research) is not known. Therefore, based on the exploratory nature of PS in this paper, it is reasonable
to use cross-sectional study design. At the same time, this paper also calls for future research to further use longitudinal
research or situational experiment to obtain causal inference between different types of SSR, PS and employee AC. Finally,
this article only explores the relationship between different types of SSR and employees’ AC to the organization. However, it
has also found that SSG is related to employees’ commitment to the supervisor (including instrumental commitment and
AC).88 Therefore, future research can also explore the relationship between different types of SSR, PS and employees’
commitment to the supervisor to obtain richer research conclusions on employee commitment.

Conclusion
Based on SIP model and COR theory, this paper proposed and tested the complex process and action mechanism of the
influence of different types of SSR on AC. Results showed that both work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG were
beneficial to employee AC, and work-related LMX was more closely related to employee AC. Both work-related LMX
and non-work-related SSG could indirectly affect employee AC through PS. In addition, the higher the PS, the weaker
the relationship between LMX and employee AC. Therefore, we suggest that in the context of Chinese culture, enhancing
employees’ AC within an enterprise should not only pay attention to the work-related LMX and non-work-related SSG
but also the appropriate cultivation of employee PS.

Abbreviations
SSR, supervisor-subordinate relationships; LMX, leader-member exchange; SSG, supervisor-subordinate guanxi; PS,
psychological safety; AC, affective commitment; SIP, social information processing; COR, conservation of resources.
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